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This book provides an overview of Bronze Age societies of Western
Eurasia through an investigation of the archaeological record. Philip L.
Kohl outlines the long-term processes and patterns of interaction that
link these groups together in a shared historical trajectory of development. Interactions took the form of the exchange of raw materials
and ﬁnished goods, the spread and sharing of technologies, and the
movements of peoples from one region to another. Kohl reconstructs
economic activities from subsistence practices to the production and
exchange of metals and other materials. He also examines long-term
processes, such as the development of more mobile forms of animal
husbandry, which were based on the introduction and large-scale utilization of oxen-driven wheeled wagons and, subsequently, the domestication and riding of horses; the spread of metalworking technologies
and exploitation of new centers of metallurgical production; changes in
systems of exchange from those dominated by the movement of luxury
goods to those in which materials essential for maintaining and securing
the reproduction of the societies participating in the exchange network
accompanied and/or supplanted the trade in precious materials; and
increasing evidence for militarism and political instabilities as reﬂected
in shifts in settlement patterns, including increases in fortiﬁed sites and
quantitative and qualitative advances in weaponry. Kohl also argues
forcefully that the main task of the archaeologist should be to write
culture-history on a spatially and temporally grand scale in an effort to
detect large, macrohistorical processes of interaction and shared development.
Philip L. Kohl is Professor of Anthropology and Kathryn W. Davis Professor of Slavic Studies at Wellesley College. He is the author of The
Bronze Age Civilization of Central Asia: Recent Soviet Discoveries, Recent
Discoveries in Transcaucasia and coeditor of Nationalism, Politics and the
Practice of Archaeology.
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He cast on the ﬁre bronze which is weariless, and tin with it and valuable gold, and
silver, and thereafter set forth upon its standard the great anvil, and gripped in one
hand the ponderous hammer, while in the other, he grasped the pincers . . .
He made upon it a soft ﬁeld, the pride of the tilled land, wide and triple-ploughed,
with many ploughmen upon it who wheeled their teams at the turn and drove them
in either direction . . .
He made upon it a herd of horn-straight oxen. The cattle were wrought of gold and
tin, and thronged in speed and with lowing out of the dung of the farmyard to a
pasturing place by a sounding river, and beside the moving ﬁeld of a reed bed . . .
And the renowned smith of the strong arms made on it a meadow large and in a
lovely valley for the glimmering sheepﬂocks, with dwelling places upon it, and covered
shelters, and sheepfolds . . .
Then after he had wrought this shield, which was huge and heavy, he wrought for
him a corselet brighter than ﬁre in its shining, and wrought him a helmet, massive
and ﬁtting close to his temples, lovely and intricate work, and laid a gold top-ridge
along it, and out of pliable tin wrought him leg armour.
(Hephaistos makes Achilleus’ shield and armour; Iliad, Book 18,
474–477, 541–543, 573–576, 587–589, 608–612; translated
by R. Lattimore 1967: 388–391)
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PREF ACE

In a sense, this study has been in the “making” since my ﬁrst ﬁeld experiences
in southeastern Iran in the late 1960s; ideas ﬁrst germinated decades ago as a
graduate student have taken a long time to mature. The conception and initial
writing of this narrative began in fall 1999 when I was completing a Humboldt
Fellowship at the Eurasien Abteilung, DAI, in Berlin under the sponsorship
of H. Parzinger, then Direktor of this division of the German institute. My
stay in Berlin was sandwiched in between participation in two international
conferences that were seminal for the formulation of many of the ideas in
this account. In late August 1999 I had the good fortune of participating in an
international conference at Arkaim in the southern Urals, which was organized
by G. B. Zdanovich and which now has been published as Complex Societies of
Central Eurasia from the 3rd to the 1st Millennium BC: Regional Speciﬁcs in Light
of Global Models ( Jones-Bley and Zdanovich 2002). A few months later, in
January 2000, I attended a conference held at Cambridge University entitled
Late Prehistoric Exploitation of the Eurasian Steppe, which was also the title of
a book previously published by the McDonald Institute for Archaeological
Research (Levine, Rassamakin, Kislenko, and Tatarintseva 1999). The papers
from this conference were published subsequently in two volumes, both of
which are extensively cited in this study: Ancient Interactions: East and West in
Eurasia (Boyle, Renfrew, and Levine 2002); and Prehistoric Steppe Adaptation and
the Horse (Levine, Renfrew, and Boyle 2003). What began then as a product
of these fruitful experiences has taken an additional ﬁve years to complete. A
semester sabbatical leave from Wellesley College in fall 2004 proved essential
to ﬁnish what often seemed like an endless (and, at times, hopeless) project.
Numerous scholars have contributed directly or indirectly to the account
presented here. I have relied heavily on the ideas and materials of some of these
scholars, while I have queried the interpretations of others. Such agreements
and disagreements are inevitable when one attempts to write a prehistory on
a macro-scale that is compiled from a necessarily incomplete and at least partially unrepresentative database. Likewise, some of the interpretations presented
xix
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Preface
here undoubtedly will be accepted by some and rejected by others. That also
is natural, and healthy debate should form part of an ongoing scholarly discourse. Inevitably, I have presented the materials and modiﬁed the ideas of
countless scholars; whether I have done so correctly or incorrectly, I alone
am responsible for the interpretations of the data related in this archaeological
narrative.
It is simply impossible to acknowledge my debt to every person who has
either inﬂuenced this study or sharpened my views on what happened in the
remote Bronze Age past and how best to account for it. I thank them all but can
list only some of them, including T. Akhundov, D. Anthony, E. E. Antipina,
R. S. Badalyan, N. Boroffka, S. N. Bratchenko, C. Chataigner, E. N. Chernykh,
M. Frachetti, H-P. Francfort, M. S. Gadjiev, M. G. Gadzhiev, B. Hanks, S.
Hansen, Y. Hershkovych, F. T. Hiebert, Z. Kikodze, L. B. Kircho, L. N.
Koryakova, V. A. Kruc, K. Kh. Kushnareva, E. E. Kuzmina, S. Kuzminykh,
C. C. Lamberg-Karlovsky, E. Yu. Lebedeva, O. LeComte, M. Levine, K. M.
Linduff, Kh. Lkhagvasuren, B. Lyonnet, R. G. Magomedov, M. Mantu, M. I.
Martinez-Navarrete, V. M. Masson, R. Meadow, G. Mindiashvili, V. I. Mordvintseva, N. L. Morgunova, I. Motzenbäcker, A. Niculescu, A. I. Osmanov, M.
Otchir-Goriaeva, V. V. Otroshchenko, H. Parzinger, E. Pernicka, D. T. Potts,
L. T. P’yankova, Yu. Rassamakin, S. Reinhold, K. S. Rubinson, S. Salvatori,
S. N. Sanzharov, I. V. Sergatskov, A. G. Sherratt, V. A. Shnirelman, A. T. Smith,
C. Thornton, H. Todorova, M. Tosi, V. A. Trifonov, J. M. Vicent-Garcı́a,
N. M. Vinogradova, L. Weeks, N. Yoffee, G. B. Zdanovich, and P. Zidarov.
Sadly, two very close colleagues with whom I collaborated unexpectedly died
during the time in which this book was written: Zaal Kikodze and Magomed
Gadzhiev were dear friends and extremely astute and able archaeologists. I
learned much from them and miss them terribly.
My initial ﬁeldwork was in southeastern Iran, digging at Tepe Yahya as a
participant in the Peabody Museum, Harvard University, Project in Iran that
was directed by C. C. Lamberg-Karlovsky. Over the years I have had the good
fortune to continue to interact regularly with Karl and the remarkable circle
of archaeologists he has mentored at Harvard. Such interactions have always
proven stimulating and invaluable for broadening my knowledge and sharpening my interpretations of greater Near Eastern archaeology. I am obviously also
greatly indebted to E. N. Chernykh and the “school” of natural scientists that
he has assembled in Moscow. Although I sometimes feel like I might be playing
Huxley to Evgenij’s Darwin, I have tried to maintain a critical perspective and
question or “test” as much as possible his macrohistorical interpretations and
archaeologically derived concepts, like the metallurgical province. Although
many problems remain unresolved and many paradoxes raised by his work are
difﬁcult to ponder, it is impossible to overestimate Evgenij’s incredible contribution to our overall understanding of Bronze Age Eurasia. In a sense, we all
follow in his footsteps.
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I also must single out the huge intellectual debt I owe M. I. Martı́nezNavarrete for the numerous incisive comments and critical comments on
my work that she has provided for several years. Her observations have often
exposed the weaknesses of my arguments and forced me to rework them in
more parsimonious, scientiﬁcally acceptable fashions. Her suggestions have, I
believe, helped me maintain a standard of intellectual honesty and academic
rigor. When I spent fall 1999 in Berlin, I frequently consulted with Nikolaus
Boroffka about aspects of the archaeology of the Balkans and Pontic steppes
during Chalcolithic times. He provided me with numerous readings and greatly
aided my understanding of early developments in this region in which I had
never worked and only brieﬂy visited. Later he also sent me copies of important
articles in journals unavailable to me on the social structure of these Chalcolithic societies of “Old Europe.” Bertille Lyonnet closely read this manuscript
and made numerous constructive criticisms and suggestions. She also provided
several important references to still unpublished materials. My close colleague
Rabadan Magomedov has also regularly critiqued my work and taught me
much about the archaeology not only of Daghestan, but also of the South
Russian steppes where he ﬁrst worked. I particularly want to express my
deep thanks to all these friends; their suggestions have immeasurably improved
my “archaeological narrative.” I also thank the anonymous reviewer for
Cambridge University Press who made many useful suggestions that I have
tried to incorporate here.
Norm Yoffee, the editor of the Cambridge World Archaeology series, suggested that I add the short biographical sketches of some famous Soviet/Russian
archaeologists that appear in Chapters 2–5. I thought Norm’s idea was excellent. One of the principal purposes of this book is to introduce Western readers
to some of the major Bronze Age discoveries made by Soviet/Russian archaeologists over the course of the last half-century or so. Although I have always
tried to evaluate critically the materials presented, I also hope that this book in
a real sense celebrates the accomplishments of the Russian tradition of archaeological research. Thus, it is most appropriate to sketch the contributions of
some of the leading archaeologists whose works are frequently presented and
discussed throughout this study. There are, of course, many other archaeologists whose works could also have been so highlighted, but I knew that my
choices had to be restricted. The archaeologists chosen just seemed the most
appropriate given the theories and empirical data discussed, and I did not even
initially focus on the fact that they all were male and all but one had worked
out of the Institute of Archaeology in Moscow! I must emphasize that there
has been no attempt to slight the marvelous school of archaeologists working at the St. Petersburg Institute of the History of Material Culture or the
accomplishments of the numerous Soviet/Russian female archaeologists whose
works also are frequently cited in this study. Very limited choices just had to
be made.
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Several institutions and foundations have supported this work during the last
ﬁve years. As already mentioned, the Alexander von Humboldt Stiftung allowed
me – after a long hiatus – to continue my fellowship in Berlin, and it was during
this stay that I began to write this book. An international collaborative research
grant from the Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research helped
support the visits of Dr. M. G. Gadzhiev and R. G. Magomedov to Berlin in
January 2000 in which we prepared the initial publication of materials from
Velikent that appeared in Eurasia Antiqua. The Fulbright Foundation supported
research visits to Argentina and Mongolia, the former helping me appreciate
the value of grandly conceived culture-history and the latter proving invaluable
for understanding how the eastern Eurasian steppes so strikingly differ from
the western Eurasian steppes. Dr. Kh. Lkhagvasuren must be acknowledged for
providing me with a remarkably comprehensive overview to the archaeological
remains of north-central Mongolia. Similarly, Yakiv Hershkovych set up my
most informative visits to the gigantic Tripol’ye settlements south of Kiev and
to eastern Ukraine in summer 2000; fortunately, I was able to reciprocate by
hosting him as a Senior Fulbright Scholar during the academic year 2003–2004.
I also want to acknowledge all the colleagues who supported my brief visit to
Romania and Bulgaria in summer 2006.Wellesley College supported most of
my travels and provided me with two invaluable sabbatical leaves during the
academic year 1999–2000 and during the fall semester of 2004–2005. This work
would never have been ﬁnished without Wellesley College’s generous support.
Ms. Mattie Fitch, an undergraduate at Wellesley, digitally enhanced most of
the illustrations appearing in this book and compiled the general maps showing
principal sites discussed in Chapters 1 and 3–5. I hope she will continue her
interests in the study of the archaeologically ascertained past.
Though there are many people and institutions to thank, none have been
more important and essential for me than my family. They have given me
continuous and unquestioning support, putting up with long physical and
mental absences when I traveled to remote corners of Eurasia and, even more
irritatingly, when I periodically lost present consciousness and immersed myself
somewhere in the third millennium BC – with a vacant, eyes glazed expression
on my face. I dug with my then quite young daughter Mira at Velikent in
Daghestan in 1997 and bounced over the north-central Mongolian steppes
with son Owen in 2003. Both have inspired and ﬁlled me with pride in ways
that I cannot truly articulate. Although, at times, they may have thought that
I had lost it, they both helped me – consciously and unconsciously – maintain
my sanity. This book is dedicated to Barbara Gard. She ﬁrst urged me to write
it and then made sure that I ﬁnished it – despite all the inconveniences and
absences that it entailed. She’s my best critic. Without her constant support
and encouragement, wit, perspicacity, and eminent sense, this study would not
even have been begun, much less completed. The ancient poet’s verse we cited
many years back still applies: ï Erov dì t©nax moi jrnav, Ýv nemov ct Àrov
drÅsin mptwn.
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chapte r 1
ARCHAEOLOG ICAL THEOR Y AND
ARCHAEOLOG ICAL EVIDENCE

Cultural change or cultural evolution does not operate on isolated societies
but always on interconnected systems in which societies are variously linked
within wider ‘social ﬁelds.’
E. R. Wolf (1982: 76)

Archaeologists gather data about the past and interpret it within distinct research
traditions that structure the data they select to ﬁnd and analyze, and that provide them with the necessary support to carry on their work. The activity
of reconstructing the past through the analysis of material cultural remains is
necessarily constrained by the social context in which the archaeologist must
function. This observation is self-evident, but, during the past twenty years
or so, there has been an increasing recognition that these separate traditions
of research divide themselves along cultural, linguistic, and, most interestingly,
national lines. This too is not surprising, particularly when one considers the
very practical nature of conducting archaeological research, that is, obtaining
ﬁnancial support, typically or at least in part, from the state to excavate sites that
are now nearly universally considered to form part of some state’s – usually the
archaeologist’s own – national heritage or patrimony. That there exist national
traditions of archaeological research also is not surprising when one examines
the historical development of the discipline: rooting a people or a nation in
the distant past was one of the main stimuli for the development of archaeology, particularly prehistoric archaeology, during the past two hundred years
or, not coincidentally, during the period that witnessed the rise of modern
nation-states as the world’s fundamental unit of political organization.
These observations can be overstated. Clearly, communication across these
traditions of research takes place. Archaeological methods and techniques and,
even to some extent, theories diffuse throughout the discipline, and such sharing is likely only to increase in the age of electronic mail and the Internet. The
process of sharing, however, is neither uniform nor pervasive. Most observers
1
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The Making of Bronze Age Eurasia
would consider British and American, or hereafter Anglo-American, archaeology to have features distinctive from those characteristics of separate national
traditions of research in continental Europe (e.g., cf. Coudart 1999; Schlanger
2002), Russia, or China. Although generally laudable, efforts to create a “world
archaeology” (Ucko 1995) have been only partially realized, and the resistances
to such attempts are themselves interesting and deserve further examination.
What some like to see as an admirable universalism, others may resent as a new
form of academic and linguistic imperialism.
There is another division of knowledge that crosscuts these national traditions of archaeological research and affects the current study: the area divisions
of the discipline; speciﬁcally, those that divide Classical, Near Eastern or Middle
Eastern/West Asian (Vorderasiatische) archaeology from European and Eurasian
prehistory. Political factors here are also at work: the Cold War effectively cut off
the Eurasian steppes from Southwest Asia. With the exception of Urartian sites
in Armenia and the odd cuneiform inscription from Azerbaijan, the former
Soviet Union, as vast as it was, lay beyond the distributional range of ancient
Near Eastern historical sources – at least until the advent of the Achaemenids.
The linguistic barrier, if you will, reinforced this historical accident: most
Western scholars did not read Russian, which, in turn, was reinforced by the
bipolar politics of the Cold War. The result was that scholars’ areas of expertise
were arbitrarily circumscribed and unnecessarily and strangely not coincident.
It can be argued, I believe, that this breakdown of knowledge was asymmetrical: more Russian/Soviet scholars were aware of research in West Asia than
Western scholars were of their work, say, in the Caucasus, Central Asia, or
on the Eurasian steppes. But this division adversely affected everyone, and
our overall understanding of “what happened in history” suffered. This study
hopes to provide a modest contribution to overcoming this unfortunate legacy.
This book, written in English, is to some extent necessarily addressed to
the practitioners of Anglo-American archaeology. One basic goal is to present
a mass of archaeological materials, largely recovered by archaeologists working within the former Soviet Union, that are not extensively discussed in the
Anglo-American archaeological literature; at this level, its purpose is simply to
make more accessible this incredibly rich database. (Figure 1.1 shows the general area and some of the archaeological sites discussed in this work.) This study,
however, also self-consciously and critically situates itself within an archaeological dialogue that has taken place largely within the Anglo-American tradition
of archaeological research, and the placement of this study within that dialogue
is the principal aim of this introductory chapter.
ANGLO-AMERICAN THEORETICAL ARCHAEOLOGY FROM
CA.1960 TO THE PRESENT – A BRIEF OVERVIEW

If the traditions of archaeological research, alluded to earlier, divide themselves
most signiﬁcantly and typically along national lines, then is it even appropriate
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Figure 1.1. Western Eurasia, showing approximate location of selected archaeological sites.

to refer to an Anglo-American archaeology? Despite certain “special relationships” that may exist, most English-speaking nations – particularly the United
States, the United Kingdom, Canada, and Australia – are politically independent from one another, and the way archaeological research takes place
within each of these countries varies according to its speciﬁc national context.
Such real differences are not the focus of the current discussion; rather, here
the emphasis is on their similarities. Since the initial emergence of the thennew or processual archaeology in the early 1960s, an increasing dialogue has
taken place largely across the North Atlantic. In the 1960s graduate students
in the United States read not only their Lewis Binford and Kent Flannery,
but also their David Clarke and Colin Renfrew; the converse was true in the
United Kingdom. Today with the advent and establishment of post-processual
archaeology as the competing or even possibly dominant paradigm, this process continues unabated and has even intensiﬁed with highly visible, leading
practitioners assuming teaching positions on the other side of the Atlantic. The
existence of a speciﬁc Anglo-American archaeology is recognized not only by
archaeologists within it, but also by scholars working outside it (Biehl et al.
2002; Neustupny 2002). What are its common features? Certainly one is an
increasing and explicit self-consciousness, a feature that means that much of this
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ground is very well trodden, obviating a tedious discussion of what has been
perhaps overly discussed in the literature. Nevertheless, some cursory review
of the recent developments in Anglo-American archaeology is necessary to
situate this book appropriately within (or, perhaps, outside) this tradition.
The new processual archaeology, which was proclaimed on both sides of the
Atlantic and dominated the practice of Anglo-American archaeology from at
least the late 1960s to the early 1980s, was characterized by its emphasis on
developing rigorous methods of analyzing archaeological materials, analogous
to those that were purported to characterize harder natural and physical sciences, such as biology, physics, and chemistry. The call for an explicitly scientiﬁc
archaeology meant that archaeologists should adopt the scientiﬁc method and
test in the ﬁeld and in the laboratory the hypotheses they had formulated. The
aim was both to reconstruct and model past societies and, as far as possible, to
explain why the societies had developed or “processed” in the ways the archaeological record indicated that they had. It became much more important to
model archaeological evidence than simply to describe and order it temporally
and spatially.
For a variety of reasons both internal and external to the discipline, the advent
of the explicitly scientiﬁc new archaeology coincided with and then subsumed
a return to generalizing, comparative evolutionary analysis. All human societies
could be ordered and compared as long as one avoided the pitfalls of simplistic late nineteenth-century evolutionary thought and proceeded in a fashion
that was deemed sufﬁciently “multilinear.” The favorite scheme adopted –
then modiﬁed and reﬁned countless times – was to identify archaeological
cultures as belonging to the increasingly complex levels of social organization:
bands, tribes (now segmentary societies), chiefdoms, and states. This renaissance of neo-evolutionary thought had the virtue of forcing the archaeologist
to get behind the artifacts and reconstruct the societies or, more famously,
the System that had produced them (Fig. 1.2); it also consciously promoted
general comparative analysis. One did not just study one’s society or archaeological culture but had to compare it with other societies throughout the
world that were ranked at the same evolutionary level. In this sense, the neoevolutionism of processual archaeology facilitated the development of world
archaeology; Childe’s concerns with the unique development of European
prehistory appeared outmoded and provincial, if not unwittingly imperialist.
Since evolutionary ranking now was once more acceptable in social anthropology, one could turn freely to the ethnographic record to ﬂesh out farther
the interpretation of one’s own archaeological data. If the ethnologies were
insufﬁciently focused on material remains, the archaeologist should go out and
study contemporary societies ranked at the appropriate evolutionary level; the
subﬁeld of ethno-archaeology rapidly bloomed.
The insistence on a rigorous scientiﬁc methodology, the development of new
archaeological techniques for recovering material remains, and the rebirth of
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Figure 1.2. Beliefs of an earlier generation of the then-new Anglo-American archaeologists (adapted from Kohl 1974, vol. II, p. 392, original drawing by R.D. Timms).

evolutionary thought were all applied together and reinforced one another.
The new processual archaeology had a strongly materialist focus and became
increasingly interested in the reconstruction of past environments and past
subsistence economies; ecofacts – ancient ﬂoral and faunal remains – were
retrieved by new techniques and studied as intensively as, if not more intensively
than, traditional archaeological features and artifacts. The neo-evolutionary
perspective consciously focused on internal cultural development and generally downplayed external factors of change. Societies adapted to their local
conditions and evolved; given enough time and a sufﬁciently favorable environment, the emergence of social complexity was virtually assured. One could
still model systems of exchange, but concepts, such as diffusion or migration,
were vague and unsatisfying, if not scientiﬁcally suspect. Evolutionary rigor was
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opposed to historical imprecision and particularism. An incorrect and misleading dichotomy between evolution and science, on the one hand, and history,
on the other, was celebrated (cf. Binford 1972) and remained enshrined in the
literature until its critique and rejection by post-processual archaeologists.
A reaction against the particularly hard version of the new processual archaeology was inevitable for the simple reason that much was overstated, simplistic,
and never realized, such as the claims for deﬁning and developing laws of cultural change (cf. the original edition of Watson, Le Blanc, and Redman 1971).
Such shortcomings, of course, were recognized and commented on at the
time (e.g., Flannery 1973; Trigger 1973), but the full critique was articulated
only by the self-named post-processual archaeologists whose writings became
increasingly visible from the early 1980s on.
For many reasons, it is much harder to characterize post-processual archaeology. Diversity has been its trademark from the beginning with one of its only
unifying features being the conscious rejection of what was perceived (and perhaps caricatured?) as the positivist processual program. Its development cannot
be sufﬁciently explained as a response internal to Anglo-American archaeology
but must also be set against the broader background of postmodern movements in literary criticism, philosophy, and social anthropology, which came
into prominence at the same time and which were avidly read and adopted
by post-processual archaeologists. On the other hand, it is noteworthy that
post-processual archaeology hardly exists or has been very critically received
outside the Anglo-American tradition (Coudart 1999). For our purposes, such
lack of recognition and acceptance only underscores the reality of a distinct
Anglo-American archaeology and its increasing (?) separation or isolation from
continental European and other traditions.
If methods and techniques were the hallmarks and strengths of the new
processual archaeology, then theoretical innovations have dominated postprocessual archaeology. Various historical and social theories have been introduced, modiﬁed, and applied to archaeological data by the post-processualists –
the outcome being sometimes more misleading and bewildering than
enlightening (cf. Chippendale 1993). Unquestionably, the post-processual critique made many valid and important points: archaeology was perceived as a
form of history and, as such, had a necessarily contingent and speciﬁc character; not everything could be explained in terms of impersonal structural or systemic features, but one also had to consider (and somehow model) the actions
and decisions of individual personal agents actively engaged in making their
own pasts. The opposition between evolutionary and historical approaches was
rejected, and archaeologists were enjoined to interpret their data in all its rich
speciﬁcity. Such exhortations should have led logically to detailed reexaminations of archaeological evidence, but the temptation to theorize, proselytize,
and publish proved stronger. There was no single approach to reconstructing
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the past; no one had an exclusive claim, a monopoly, on how to proceed – least
of all the processual positivists constrained by their inadequate epistemologies.
Rather, diversity was celebrated, resulting sometimes in the articulation of
poorly considered and dangerous forms of relativism. The extreme relativism of
post-processual archaeology has been sufﬁciently criticized and has even now
been begrudgingly repudiated by most of its practitioners (cf. Archaeological
Dialogues 1998 and the essays critiquing hyperrelativism in Trigger 2003); there
is no need to retread this excessively worn ground. Post-processual archaeology within the Anglo-American tradition has played a positive role in deﬂating
some of the scientistic pretensions and hyperbolic excesses of processual archaeology; that it too committed its share of blunders and overstatements is not
surprising. What has not already been corrected or recognized will undoubtedly be addressed by a new generation of archaeologists who will reject features
of the post-processual paradigm (if such a single paradigm exists) and develop
their own theories as they ﬁnd employment and gain recognition within the
highly competitive Anglo-American academic setting.
Such an ongoing process of development is perfectly healthy and underscores the dynamic, ever-innovative character of Anglo-American archaeology
over the past forty years. Whereas post-processual archaeology developed as a
reaction to processual archaeology, both approaches share many features that
are best understood by locating them within the speciﬁc academic context in
which they are realized (Kohl 1993). It is also true that a similar contextualization of archaeological research is necessary to understand any national tradition
of archaeological research, and the differences between traditions in this respect
can be striking.
Two features common both to processual and post-processual AngloAmerican archaeology are, however, troubling and must be at least mentioned
here: 1) the provincialism of much of this literature; and 2) its sometimes
surprising distance from actual archaeological evidence. These features are
interrelated. During the last forty years Anglo-American archaeologists have
demonstrated that they read – in English, at least – outside their discipline:
philosophy, literary and social theory, mathematics, history (to some extent),
and so forth; what is less clear is their degree of familiarity with the everaccumulating archaeological record. Contemporary archaeology is necessarily
interdisciplinary, and so this recourse to other ﬁelds for both methodological and
theoretical inspiration is essential and constitutes one of the great strengths of
the Anglo-American archaeological tradition. At the same time it is necessary
to be aware of what other archaeologists working within other traditions – and
not publishing in English – are actually doing. If many other archaeologists –
and this picture itself is a caricature – are still engaged primarily in classifying
and ordering their materials spatially and temporally, it is essential to be aware
of their work and to be basically cognizant of the current state of accumulated
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archaeological knowledge. One of the indirect aims of this study is to illustrate
the need and value of overcoming these troubling tendencies.
BACK TO THE FUTURE – OR TOWARDS AN INTERPRETATIVE
AND EXPLANATORY CULTURE HISTORY

Historians long have debated the value of “narrative history” (cf. Stone 1979;
Hobsbawm 1980). Those historians who are more inclined to be analytical and
quantitative in their reconstruction of the past tend to resist the notion that they
just tell stories about the past and emphasize that their work is systematic and
grounded in the collection of empirical evidence, and that it is this fundamental
basis that distinguishes their work from, say, that of novelists. Nevertheless,
even such an analytically and theoretically inclined historian as E. Hobsbawm
concedes the value, indeed, the inevitability of the historical narrative if one is
going to do more than gather evidence and just talk to oneself. His own justly
famous accounts of the modern historical era are stories that are very well told
and, of course, extremely well documented.
The concepts of storytelling and of “reading” the past – the archaeological record being a text to be “read” by the archaeologist and then retold as
a story to one’s audience – are metaphors, of course, that have been widely
adopted by post-processual archaeologists, and their adoption is consistent with
the notion that multiple pasts (or stories) can be reconstructed from archaeological evidence. The relativism implicit in this perspective must, however, be
constrained, and criteria, such as plausibility and coherence with accumulated
archaeological evidence, exist to distinguish among different readings of the
past. The metaphors of the archaeological record as a text to be read or the
study of the past as a task akin to writing ﬁction are also misleading, as Trigger
(1989: 380–382) and others have noted, for material cultural remains are rarely
as explicit or as potentially unambiguous as the more complete information
gleaned from written sources, and the creative instincts of the archaeologist
are necessarily constrained to some extent by the nature of the archaeological
evidence considered.
This book accepts these necessary caveats but still consciously tells a story
or constructs a narrative account of the increasing integration of the Eurasian
steppes into the “civilized” literate world of West Asia during the course of
roughly two millennia, or from the Late Chalcolithic period through Middle
to Late Bronze times. This reading of the past is just that: one way of looking
at the archaeological record and attempting to make sense of it. Undoubtedly, other readings are possible and, in some cases, may be more plausible
and consistent with the archaeological evidence than that presented here. The
limitations of my understanding and lack of familiarity with the vast corpus of
archaeological data so cursorily reviewed in this study are all too keenly felt.
Reviewing the literature, however, is also emboldening in that it highlights the
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lack of consensus that often exists among the specialists who have assembled
this record. Although some reconstructions may be rejected on grounds of
plausibility, coherence, or basic lack of awareness of archaeological evidence,
other accounts, even contradictory ones, may be equally plausible, coherent,
and consistent with the archaeological record. As post-processualists emphasize, archaeological data are often “underdetermined” and multiple acceptable
readings of the past are possible given the inherent limitations of the evidence.
This book clearly represents only one possible “reading” of the vast, inevitably
incomplete, and problematic archaeological record.
Interpretation is not opposed to explanation – the former constituting a
subjective search for a personally satisfying account of the past, and the latter
aspiring to an understanding based on the use of universally recognized causal
principles and procedures. This dichotomy too is false, like that already mentioned between evolution and history or that dichotomy once so numbingly
discussed in the processual archaeological literature between deduction and
induction. One accounts for the prehistoric past by carefully examining and
ordering the archaeological record and seeking to discern recurrent patterns
or processes – often necessarily at a coarse-grained or macrohistorical level –
that one then invokes to construct the prehistory. Meaning is ascribed, and
explanations are offered.
Because this attempt to reconstruct the past is necessarily interpretative,
reﬂecting the perspective and biases of the author, it is incumbent on me to
sketch the values that inform the present study. Archaeologists should reconstruct the past on the basis of the evidence they best control. Given the nature
of material culture remains, this means primary emphasis should be placed
on the reconstruction of ancient technologies, environments, subsistence and
exchange economies, and, as far as the evidence permits, social organization
and structure as indirectly reﬂected in landscape and settlement patterns, architecture, mortuary evidence, and the like. The symbols, beliefs, and ideologies
of the Bronze Age peoples who created the archaeological record cannot be
ignored; such beliefs may have been incredibly important for understanding a
particular course of development. What people today think and believe informs
what they do, and the essential assumption of uniformitarianism, intrinsic to
archaeology, dictates that this conscious, ideologically driven, and symbolic
production and manipulation of materials must have been true during the
Bronze Age as well. Nevertheless, archaeological evidence is more ambiguous
in relation to the reconstruction of past belief systems and ideologies; by their
very nature symbols are polyvalent, and a given material symbol can be “read”
in a variety of different ways, the criteria for preferring one interpretation over
another being correspondingly harder to establish. The models archaeologists
devise, however elegant and theoretically satisfying, must be constrained ultimately by the very refractory and mute material culture remains that constitute
the archaeological record.
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The limitations of the archaeological record are real but not so deﬁcient,
I believe, to prevent reconstructing the broad contours of large-scale historical developments. As Childe recognized, archaeological data usually do not
deliberately misinform, and the archaeologists’ peculiar ability to reconstruct
ancient technologies, environments, and, to some extent, ancient subsistence
and exchange economies is sufﬁcient to detect speciﬁc large-scale patterns and
processes, to write, in essence, an empirically grounded prehistory. This book
tells a story, but it does so from the materialist perspective demanded by the
archaeological record. Part of its theoretical inspiration is derived from the
tenets of processual archaeology sketched earlier, that is, a focus on environmental constraints and economic adaptation to local conditions; where possible, it attempts to reconstruct the less tangible but incredibly important social
structural features of the cultures that produced the examined archaeological
record. Deviating from the processualist paradigm, it also traces the eminently
documentable interconnections among different regions and interprets them
as evidence for the diffusion of technologies and ideas, the exchange of materials, and the movements of peoples. Regularity and pattern are sought more
in these interconnections than in making cross-cultural comparisons or typing
various archaeological phenomena according to elaborately deﬁned evolutionary levels. The prehistoric story that is told exhibits certain recurring features,
some of which change imperceptibly with time, and all of which remain at the
same time highly speciﬁc and contingent.
THE DEVOLUTION OF URBAN SOCIETY – MOVING BEYOND
NEO-EVOLUTIONARY ACCOUNTS

The book’s title consciously invokes, of course, the historian’s emphasis on different peoples actively constructing their own pasts. It also is deliberately meant
to place this study outside the neo-evolutionary tradition of processual archaeology, a tradition that with few exceptions has focused more on the internal
growth and development of early complex polities than their recurrent collapse
(cf. Yoffee 2005: 131–140). The periodic breakdowns of social complexity, as
well as the emergence of more advanced social formations, are both traced in
the present work. The evolution of speciﬁc technologies, such as metallurgy
and advances in the means of transportation, which had far-reaching consequences, are described, but many of the societies or archaeological cultures
and, indeed, entire regions recounted here exhibit a more complicated pattern
of elaboration and development followed by breakdown and collapse. Societies
devolve or become less complex, as well as evolve.
One of the aims of the book is to account for these breakdowns in social
complexity by considering them ﬁrst within a larger network of historical
interconnections, rather than by accounting for them in terms of the internal
structural contradictions and weaknesses of the polities concerned. In part, this
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focus reﬂects the sources available to it, namely, an almost exclusive reliance
on the archaeological record with only occasional recourse to historic and
ethnographic analogy. It is consequently less textured and nuanced than certain
justly famous neo-evolutionary studies, such as R. McC. Adams’s comparative
account The Evolution of Urban Society (1966), which combined archaeological,
historical, and ethnohistorical data to compare the breakdown of kin-based and
the emergence of class-stratiﬁed societies and cities in ancient Mesopotamia
and pre-Columbian highland Mexico.
With its focus on devolution as much as evolution, this work largely eschews
the use of neo-evolutionary labels to characterize speciﬁc archaeological cultures. Nothing necessarily is added to our understanding of a given archaeological culture by labeling it a chiefdom (a stage too closely deﬁned by ethnographic
evidence from Melanesia and Polynesia), or, because this term is itself too vague
and procrustean, by reﬁning our typology and identifying the archaeological
materials in question as some subcategory of chiefdom, state, or whatever. Such
a neo-evolutionary exercise is just another form of archaeological classiﬁcation;
one might as well just type one’s ﬂint tools or pots.
The point is not to deny that cultures evolve, or to argue that there has
not been an overall process of cultural evolution; they do and there clearly has
been. Cultures manifestly evolve or develop in ways that over the long term
exhibit progressive technological change and greater control over the forces of
nature, resulting in qualitative changes in social and economic organization.
Such processes characterize not only individual cultures, but also human culture
as a whole, general as well as speciﬁc cultural evolution (Sahlins and Service
1960). To observe similarities in the processes of separate speciﬁc cultures’
evolution may be a very valuable and enlightening exercise, but many processual Anglo-American archaeologists have overzealously adopted it. Contrasts
among separate cultures are frequently more interesting than their similarities
(cf. Kohl and Chernykh 2003; Kohl 2005b; and Chernykh 2005), but the quest
for evolutionary order tends to overlook these and so reduce the complexity
of the ancient past or the ethnographic present to a theoretically preordained
scheme, a continuously gradated evolutionary spectrum of social development
that is claimed to be diverse and multilinear but that in reality is unilinear in
the sense that all societies can be ranked along it (Kohl 2005a).
Neo-evolutionary archaeology is heavily dependent on the ethnographic
record, a basic assumption being that one can dip into that record to ﬁnd
the appropriate parallel to the archaeological materials under consideration
and then “ﬂesh out” the less tangible features of the archaeological culture
to reconstruct its level of social organization. But certain questions must be
asked. Does the ethnographic record really contain all relevant examples of
past social organization and structure? Were there formations in the prehistoric
past that are not readily paralleled in the ethnographic record? Ethnographic
evidence, after all, has been basically compiled only during the past 150 years
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or so. N. Yoffee (2005: 188) recently has highlighted the limitations of this
overreliance on the ethnographic record and uncritical quest to ﬁnd appropriate
analogies:
The danger in the use of ‘prior probabilities’ in archaeological theory,
however, is that the past can be condemned to resemble some form of the
historical present, that nothing new about the past can be discovered, and
that theory itself cannot be ‘ampliative’, that is, allow us to ﬁnd novelty and
even singularity in ancient societies and processes of change.

The second chapter describes the gigantic “proto-urban” settlements of the
Tripol’ye culture, sites that in their extent are as large as or larger than the
cities of southern Mesopotamia and that appear roughly 500 to 1000 years
earlier! These gigantic Tripol’ye sites are manifestly not comparable with the
later Sumerian cities; they exhibit none of the features of social differentiation
so evident in the latter’s public architecture, mortuary remains, and, ultimately,
texts, as so vividly summarized by Adams. The neo-evolutionary term “protourban,” which has been applied to these gigantic Tripol’ye settlements, is
correspondingly misleading. One must attempt to understand how these sites
functioned and, as much as the evidence allows, attempt to reconstruct their
social organization and structure. But the question must be raised: do they have
a precise parallel in the ethnographic record, or are they, to some signiﬁcant
extent, a unique product of the Late Chalcolithic period?
Similarly, the book tries to trace the early development of a speciﬁc form
of pastoral nomadism, the mixed herding mounted pastoral nomadism characteristic of the Eurasian steppes and known to us by numerous historical and
ethnographic accounts. One of the book’s theses is that this form of nomadism
emerged essentially only at the end of the Bronze Age and the beginning
of the Iron Age, that is, at the end of the second millennium BC – beyond
the chronological limits of this study. Clearly it is useful to study much later
historical and ethnographic accounts of mounted pastoral Eurasian nomads to
understand better the fragmentary archaeological evidence. But were the dominantly cattle-herding societies that were developing a more mobile economy
and mode of life along the river valleys and, however tentatively, on the open
steppes during the late fourth and third millennia BC directly comparable to
those of their later descendants? Many fanciful archaeological reconstructions
(for a similar critique cf. Rassamakin 1999: 59; 2002: 66; Fig. 1.3) have appeared
that anachronistically imagine these Late Chalcolithic and Early Bronze Age
cultures as formed by marauding warriors, wreaking havoc on settled societies
as later did Genghis Khan and Timur. Such an image overlooks the fact that,
at least at the beginning of our story, horses were not ridden and metals were
utilized more as ornaments than as weapons. In other words, the analogy may
be more misleading than enlightening and, at the very least, should not be
applied indiscriminately.
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Figure 1.3. Anachronistically imagined Chalcolithic and Bronze Age marauding
mounted hordes from the East (adapted from Rassamakin 2002: 66, ﬁg. 4.12); translated
from the German.

Another example of an archaeological phenomenon that may not ﬁnd a
perfectly appropriate ethnographic parallel to allow for evolutionary ranking
is provided by the late third/early second millennium BC fortiﬁed and symmetrically planned Sintashta-Arkaim sites found in a concentrated area in the
southern trans-Ural steppe and forest-steppe region. One of their principal
investigators, G.B. Zdanovich (1999), has referred to the landscape over which
these sites are regularly distributed as the “Country of Towns” (Strana gorodov),
an evocative phrase meant to suggest parallels with other areas that witnessed
the emergence of urban formations, such as southern Mesopotamia. Once
evoked, the image of towns or cities ( goroda) requires that these settlements
then exhibit the cluster of features characteristic of urbanism: social differentiation, craft specialization, intensive agriculture, and so forth. This evidence

13

P1: IBE
052184780Xc01

14

CUFX073/Kohl

Printer: cupusbw

0 521 84811 3

September 6, 2006

16:35

The Making of Bronze Age Eurasia
will be reviewed in more detail later (Chapter 4), but here just a consideration of scale casts some doubt on the utility of this urban interpretation: the
largest documented Sintashta-Arkaim sites are roughly 3 ha. in extent or hardly
equivalent to the gigantic Tripol’ye settlements or to Sumerian city-states.
Urbanism is, of course to some extent, a relative phenomenon, and the discovery of such sites with substantial planned architecture on the open steppes
forces a major reconsideration of what actually occurred there during the
transition from Middle to Late Bronze times and how it may have affected
other areas of the interconnected world of the Eurasian steppes. There is also
no question that the appearance of horse-driven, spoke-wheeled vehicles, the
elaboration of bronze weapons, including javelin and large arrow heads, and
elaborate funerary rites with costly animal sacriﬁces, which have all been excavated at Sintashta, represent extremely signiﬁcant discoveries. But is the concept
of urbanism really appropriate? Is it even misleading? One of the fascinating
aspects of the “Country of Towns” is its disappearance; current evidence does
not support any continuing evolution of “urban” society in this area of the
steppes. How does one account for its absence? If one removes one’s neoevolutionary blinkers and considers the actual archaeological evidence, one is
struck more with the devolution or, perhaps better, cyclical transformation of
social complexity throughout the steppes than with its continued growth.
This study examines the early development of a more mobile and specialized form of economy that ultimately became the classic form of mounted
pastoral nomadism, characteristic of the broad, physically interconnected area
of the Eurasian steppes. It shows how the early development of this distinctive
way of life began to affect in a detectably patterned fashion more settled, agriculturally based communities to their south. As the process of the emergence
of this new economy occurred during the course of at least two millennia it
can be considered protracted, but its tempo of change was characteristically
punctuated, resulting in the relatively abrupt appearances and disappearances
of certain archaeological cultures and larger formations. As mobility increased,
the movements of peoples occurred more systematically and became one of the
major links connecting the world of the steppes with that of the sown. Mobility
was enhanced with technological developments in the means of transportation,
above all, with the emergence of wheeled vehicles and the domestication, harnessing, and ultimately riding of horses.
Equally signiﬁcant was the production and exchange of ground stone and
metal tools and weapons; from a macrohistorical perspective, this diffusion of
technologies and exchange of materials can be traced throughout an increasingly more extensive geographical area. Vast, ever-expanding “metallurgical
provinces” (Chernykh 1992) subsumed within them countless archaeological
cultures and even larger related archaeological communities (obshchnosti). Here
too, the process of expansion was not regular and uniform but sharply punctuated, with earlier areas suddenly collapsing and others emerging in a rapidly
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successive fashion (e.g., the relatively sudden dissolution of the CarpathoBalkan Metallurgical Province and consequent rise of the Circumpontic Metallurgical Province during the second quarter of the fourth millennium BC).
Most signiﬁcant was the growing need to obtain materials, above all metal
resources, which were not evenly distributed across the interconnected area
stretching from the Balkans to western Siberia and the Kazakh steppes. The
interregional exchange of these materials then became as signiﬁcant as their
actual production.
All these factors were interrelated, synergistically affecting each other: adaptation to the open steppe required the increasing elaboration of a mobile economy initially based on foraging and the intensive hunting, then herding of animals both introduced and indigenous to the steppes. This mobility subsequently
was ultimately transformed ﬁrst by the introduction of wheeled vehicles and
then by the innovation of the harnessing and riding of horses. Over time,
this enhanced mobility facilitated the specialized production and exchange of
goods. Initially, the exchange of ornaments and prestige goods functioned in
part to differentiate members within a given social group or community; later
the production and exchange of weapons served to establish and maintain relations between communities. The increasing militarism evident on the steppes
from Early to Late Bronze Age times ﬁnds its reﬂection farther south in dramatic shifts in settlement patterns and, ultimately, in an increase in the number
of fortiﬁed sites, such as the countless Late Bronze/Early Iron Age cyclopean
fortresses (cf. Smith 2003: 165–172) found throughout the southern Caucasus.
The Eurasian steppes interact increasingly with the Ancient Near East through
both the exchange of materials, particularly metals, and through the continuous, protracted movements of peoples. Occasionally, agriculturalists moved
north and participated in the development of the more mobile economy with
its greater reliance on animal husbandry; more typically, pastoralists moved
south to escape the rigors of life on the steppes and settled down and changed
their way of life. Ultimately they learned to disrupt the agricultural settlements
and preyed on their more sedentary and vulnerable neighbors. Later after our
story ends, a pattern of interregional interaction between the steppes and the
sown will be established that will continue signiﬁcantly to affect world history
until the advent of modern times.
STEPPE ARCHAEOLOGY AND THE IDENTIFICATION (AND
PROLIFERATION) OF ARCHAEOLOGICAL CULTURES

The perspective adopted here can be compared and contrasted with that
recently articulated by A.N. Gei (1999) in a thoughtful article assessing current
difﬁculties in interpreting the incredible amount of archaeological materials
that were recovered from the excavations of literally thousands of Bronze Age
barrows or kurgans on salvage projects during the 1970s and 1980s, the so-called
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golden age of kurgan archaeology. Gei trenchantly criticizes the current state
of affairs, lamenting the bewildering confusion of names and inadequate conceptualizations of closely related archaeological remains; as an example, he lists
twenty-four terms (1999: 37) used to describe Chalcolithic to Middle Bronze
remains just within the Rostov province in the lower Don region! According to Gei, the tendency to split or subdivide these remains into countless
archaeological cultures is due not only to the recent tremendous accumulation
of materials, but also to the interregional breakdown in communication and
standardization associated with the dissolution of the Soviet Union. One can
add also that the structure of research in the Russian archaeological tradition
promotes this same tendency: senior scholars stake out their distinctive research
territories, which they then naturally highlight in a variety of ways, including
incessantly deﬁning and naming new archaeological cultures.
Gei eloquently argues against these trends and for greater systematic treatment of these materials, insisting on the necessity of creating computer data
banks to process and prepare the materials, work that he and his colleagues have
already begun at the Institute of Archaeology in Moscow. I concur with Gei’s
assessment, applaud his recommendations, and even confess to feeling a bit
relieved to learn that it is not only I who am confused by the formidable roster
of archaeological cultures characteristic of “kurgan archaeology.” It is reassuring to realize that even a scholar as intimately familiar with these remains as
A.N. Gei is similarly bewildered. Consequently, I feel more emboldened to
offer my own, admittedly less informed interpretation of these materials. This
reaction, of course, is not an excuse for shabby scholarship but again represents
a recognition of the fact that no one can claim perfect understanding, that
there is no ﬁnal word to utter.
It is on this recognition, however, that Gei and I differ. Implicit in his
article and recommendations is the belief that it is just a question of doing
more systematic work to get to that stage of understanding where one has
deﬁned and named all the real archaeological cultures that once roamed the
steppes. Create a sufﬁciently comprehensive data bank and the ambiguities and
uncertainties will be resolved; once this work is done, the cultural terminology
will reﬂect past reality. His article, reﬂective of a distinctively different national
archaeological tradition, ironically is perfectly consistent with the positivist
approach of the “explicitly scientiﬁc” archaeology of the Anglo-American
tradition in the late 1960s and 1970s.
“Kurgan archaeology” consists almost exclusively of the analysis of mortuary
evidence and, as such, is inherently limited. In many cases, more understanding
may be achieved through the systematic discovery and excavation of settlements
than through the standardized processing of the inventories from thousands of
excavated kurgans. Rigorous ethnohistoric and ethno-archaeological studies
documenting adaptations to the open steppe and recording the distinct environmental conditions characteristic of speciﬁc regions would also illuminate
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this archaeological record and aid tremendously in reducing the “noise” of
all those listed archaeological cultures. Many suggestions can be made – more
radiocarbon dates, more analyses of the provenience of materials, and so forth;
such recommendations are easy to make, but they miss the point. More and
better information will always need to be collected and analyzed, but that does
not mean that at a certain point the data will speak for themselves, that past
reality will be clear. The historian must always interpret his/her materials, and
so must the archaeologist. In fact, it is important to do so even when the
database is far from satisfactory.
In reality, we all know that the archaeological culture is a problematic concept, sometimes nothing more than a convenient device for grouping together
similar looking assemblages of artifacts and often employed unreﬂectively –
assuming the ﬁt between the deﬁned culture and a past people. The ﬁt between
the archaeological culture and the culture of the ethnographer or ethnic culture is typically imprecise; we can never be certain that similar material remains
relatively restricted in space and time signify a single or multiple groups. Similarly with different material remains. Are we dealing with two or more groups
or the same group performing different activities? Even more problematic is
the attempt to identify such archaeological cultures as ancestral to much later,
historically mentioned ethnic groups, and this latter tendency unfortunately
remains very much alive in the Russian archaeological tradition of research.
It is essential to question such identiﬁcations and the implicit concept of the
ethnic culture with which the archaeologist hopes his materials corresponds.
At times – the best of times – there may be a direct correlation between
the archaeologically deﬁned culture and some collective people who recognized itself and existed in the prehistoric past. Even then when this elusive
correspondence is real, however, we should reﬂect more seriously on what
contemporary social anthropologists mean by a culture or an ethnic group. As
Eric Wolf (1984: 399) reminded archaeologists some years ago, the determination of the archaeological culture represents only the beginning, not the end
point of the analysis.
Cultural construction, reconstruction, and destruction are ongoing processes, but they always take place within larger historical ﬁelds or arenas. These arenas are shaped, in their turn, by the operation of modes of
mobilizing social labor and by the conﬂicts these generate internally and
externally, within and between social constellations. . . . We must come to
understand [cultural forms and sets of forms] as human constructions built
up to embody the forces generated by the underlying mode of mobilizing
social labor. They are not static and given for all times . . . they are subject
to a continuous process of social ordering and dismemberment.

We must realize that cultures are dynamic entities that can change dramatically
over very short periods of time, particularly as they get caught up in larger
historical processes that can overwhelm and transform them. Such large-scale
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processes, involving the development of new technologies and economies and
the large-scale movements of materials through various forms of exchange and
of peoples through their migrations, were at work on the Eurasian steppes,
the southern Caucasus, and the Central Asian plains of Bactria and Margiana
during the Bronze Age. These processes profoundly affected the countless
archaeological cultures with which they came into contact.
In other words, the cultures that ethnographers study are not pure, pristine
entities developing in a vacuum. Rather, they are almost always hybrids, ﬁssioning or coalescing, assimilating or modifying the customs of the neighboring
peoples with whom they constantly interact. Cultures are not primordial entities or essences once crystallized in time and then remaining forever the same;
they are never made, but always in the making (again justifying the title of this
study). Finally, both ethnographic and historical sources make it patently clear
that the same people can change its way of life, including its basic subsistence
economy – more agricultural, more pastoral nomadic, or whatever – within a
single generation. As that is true, it means the material culture of a group or
people can quite quickly and profoundly change as well. The point is not that
cultures have to change so quickly but rather that they are capable of doing so.
The Kura-Araxes Early Bronze “culture” of Transcaucasia has no single
point of origin. As bearers of this cultural formation moved farther south, they
changed and adopted some of the features of the peoples with whom they
came into contact. Similarly, the peoples from the steppes who moved into
the southern Caucasus with their oxen-driven wagons and buried their dead
in impressively large kurgans also assimilated features of the Kura-Araxes folks
who stayed behind. The roots of the so-called Bactria Margiana Archaeological
Complex (BMAC) are not to be sought in southern Turkmenistan, eastern Iran,
Baluchistan, the Indian subcontinent, or, later, the Eurasian steppes but in all
these areas combined. Like other cultural entities, this complex phenomenon
or regional secondary state was a hybrid, the product of a unique convergence
of different cultural traditions.
Ethnographers dealing with ethnic or living cultures tell us also that that
group is a distinct cultural community that considers itself such and, to a great
extent, is also considered such by its neighbors. An ethnographer’s culture that
is ultimately based on the self-recognition of the group and/or the recognition
of neighboring groups is not directly recoverable archaeologically. That does
not mean that the concept of the archaeological culture should be abandoned
but just that it should be distinguished from the culture of the ethnographer. It
should also lead to caution in making ethnic and linguistic identiﬁcations on the
basis solely of material remains. That is, there is no necessary material correlate
to such reﬂection and consciousness. Such self-recognition is archaeologically
invisible, and, correspondingly, ethnicity and language cannot be determined
in the absence of intelligible inscriptional evidence. Until such inscriptions are
discovered, we will never be able to ascertain whether the Kura-Araxes folks
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were Hurrians or the BMAC peoples were “Aryans” or someone else. Quests
to make such identiﬁcations have a sorry and, at times, even dangerous history.
From the perspective adopted in this study, the archaeology of ethnicity is a
mistaken enterprise; indeed the term itself is an oxymoron.
CHRONOLOGICAL CONUNDRUMS – THE APPLICATION
OF CALIBRATED C14 DETERMINATIONS FOR THE
ARCHAEOLOGY OF THE EURASIAN STEPPES

If the archaeology of the steppes is characterized by an excessive proliferation
of archaeological cultures, the lack of chronological consensus is also striking,
particularly as regards an absolute chronology. Wherever available, I have made
use of calibrated radiocarbon dates to help anchor the relative chronological
relations. Fortunately, chronological correspondences today can be based on
substantial sequences of calibrated dates that have recently been published, and
these will be utilized throughout this work (cf. Rassamakin 1999; Chernykh,
Avilova, and Orlovskaya 2000; Telegin et al. 2001; Trifonov 2001; Chernykh
and Orlovskaya 2004a and 2004b; and the periodization of Trifonov based on
calibrated dates that is presented in the Appendix).
Some scholars (e.g., Sarianidi 1998: 78; Lichardus 1988: 88–89) still prefer to
work with uncalibrated dates because they better ﬁt their preconceived theories
and typologically derived chronologies that in turn are ultimately connected to
Troy, Mycenae, or some presumably securely dated culture with which their
materials exhibit parallels. The refusal to adopt calibrated dates also conveniently ﬁts their preconceived notions about the relations and the directions
of movements of materials and peoples between regions. Unfortunately, however, there is no choice. Radiocarbon dating has become more accurate and
“scientiﬁc” and has done so on the basis of making these calibrations. In fact,
one of the great virtues of calibrated radiocarbon dates is that they are independently derived and not based on the preconceptions of archaeologists. One
is compelled to rethink one’s materials and, if need be, abandon one’s pet theories. Thus, calibrated dates have to be adopted, and there is real hope for the
eventual establishment of a secure, mutually accepted absolute chronology –
though we have not yet arrived at this desired state.
Adding to the confusion is the lack of standardization of basic periodization
sequences despite various recent attempts (cited above) to anchor the chronology of the steppes through the compilation and calibration of hundreds of
radiocarbon dates. These efforts have solved some vexing chronological issues,
such as the seemingly now well-established second quarter to mid-fourth millennium date for the beginnings of the Maikop culture, but have not yet led to a
generally accepted or uniform sequence. There are lumpers and splitters; Telegin et al. (2001) deﬁne three periods – early, middle, and late – from 5700–2700
BC, whereas Trifonov (2001) distinguishes six periods of development during
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essentially the same absolute time frame (see his periodization presented in
the Appendix). Relying on their compilation of dates, Chernykh and his colleagues emphasize the so-called Chalcolithic hiatus, associated with the collapse
of the Balkan Chalcolithic cultures and the breakup of the Carpatho-Balkan
Metallurgical Province, and see this as lasting for roughly half a millennium
from ca. 3800–3300 BC, whereas Rassamakin (1999: 128) sees such a hiatus as insigniﬁcant, lasting 200–300 years and dating it slightly earlier to the
very beginning of the fourth millennium. Trifonov (personal communication)
doubts the very existence of this postulated hiatus, seeing it as a temporary
product of a still-incomplete record of steppe radiocarbon dates.
If one compares the lists of dates of Rassamakin (1999) and Telegin et al.
(2001), on the one hand, with Chernykh et al. (2000), on the other, it is clear
that series of dates occur in the former that do not appear in the latter and
vice versa, including several bridging the gap of the postulated hiatus. Many
dates are contradictory and/or have large +/– ranges, limiting their overall
utility; the compiled dates come from different laboratories, made on different
materials and at different times, including during the early years of radiocarbon
analysis (i.e., when and in places where the dates obtained were less reliable).
It is very useful to have such compilations of calibrated dates, though they do
not as yet – and maybe never will – provide the perfect panacea for resolving
the relative and absolute chronology of the later prehistory of the steppes given
both the inherent limitations of calibrated C14 dating and the theoretically
rapid movement of materials, technologies, and peoples across this vast, open,
and interconnected area.
To conclude this long discussion of chronological uncertainties, three caveats
must be emphasized. First, we are still a long way from achieving an absolutely anchored and consensually accepted chronology; not only are there
many regions that lack a sufﬁcient number of radiocarbon determinations,
but many of the dates obtained, particularly those processed some time ago,
have too wide a +/– range of probability to be useful. Many more samples
have still to be systematically collected throughout this vast region and submitted to the appropriate well-regarded and equipped laboratories. This will take
considerable time and money.
Second, though extremely useful, calibrated C14 dates do not provide a
panacea for all problems of dating archaeological materials. The term “absolute” may be misleading. There is always that range of probability within which
they fall, and that range can be sufﬁciently large to substantially diminish their
utility. This problem is particularly acute in the interconnected world of the
steppes. Materials and peoples demonstrably moved across and between regions
in Chalcolithic times, and these movements intensiﬁed during the Bronze Age;
such processes may have unfolded simply too quickly for calibrated radiocarbon
dates to determine their origins and basic directions or to solve critical historical questions as to which cultures inﬂuenced which. Only the development

P1: IBE
052184780Xc01

CUFX073/Kohl

Printer: cupusbw

0 521 84811 3

September 6, 2006

16:35

Archaeological Theory and Archaeological Evidence
of an absolute dendrochronological system for the steppes could potentially
resolve these problems, but the establishment of such a chronology lies – if it
is at all possible – only in the distant future.
The ﬁnal caveat is more epistemological: absolute chronologies help resolve
many difﬁculties, and effort always should be made to improve them, but
chronologies are not history. Just knowing when something happened does
not mean that one has understood why it happened. Contemporary historians
are free from the chronological difﬁculties that beset prehistorians; nevertheless,
they account for the same events in remarkably diverse ways.
INHERENT LIMITATIONS OF THE PRESENT STUDY

There is at least one advantage in adopting a post-processual perspective and
writing an interpretative prehistory: there is no claim to the ﬁnal word or
truth. Although this study would prefer to eschew the post-processual label,
it does acknowledge the practical limits of what it can hope to accomplish.
My own inadequate familiarity with some of the sources reviewed in this
study is part of the problem. Regardless of what is personally or currently
known, no one reconstructs the past so deﬁnitively as to obviate the need for
future studies and alternative explanations. Whether one is dealing with more
complete and satisfactory historical sources or piecing together as best one
can the fragmentary prehistoric record, the historian or archaeologist engages
always in a process of selection based on criteria of values and judgments that
may or may not be made explicit (cf. Carr 1961). The result of such a process
is neither a fanciful story, unconstrained by evidence, nor a deﬁnitive account
that lays to rest forever the need for someone else to reexamine the materials
and produce a separate, perhaps even more convincing and plausible account in
the future. One’s aspirations must be limited from a sense not of false modesty
but of acquiescence to reality.
Although all reconstructions are partial, the limitations of the present study
must be more explicitly speciﬁed. I am much more familiar with the archaeology of the Caucasus, Central Asia, and the greater Near East broadly speaking
than I am with that of the Balkans and the western Eurasian steppes stretching from the Dnieper across the Urals. Even in those areas where I can claim
some expertise, I certainly must defer to specialists who have concentrated on
reconstructing the prehistories of their regions throughout their careers. My
own research has followed a more peripatetic or, if you will, “nomadic” course,
beginning in Iran and Afghanistan, then migrating to southern Central Asia
and the Caucasus. For a variety of reasons, I continued to move around and
work in different regions within those broad areas (e.g., in southern Georgia,
northwestern Armenia, southeastern Daghestan, and northeastern Azerbaijan
within the Caucasus). I have tried also to familiarize myself at least second
hand with the materials and literature from the areas covered in this study,
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participating in several international conferences on the steppes and making
an initial short study trip to Kiev and the Lugansk region of eastern Ukraine
and the Middle Volga region of southern Russia in summer 2000 and even to
north-central Mongolia in summer 2003 to round out my overview. Such ﬁeld
experiences do not allow me to write the deﬁnitive account of the integration of the Eurasian steppes into the “civilized” Bronze Age world, ca. 3500–
1500 BC, but they are essential for informing the interpretative narrative
account that follows.
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chapte r 2
THE CHALCOLITHIC PRELUDE: FROM
SOCIAL HIERARCHIES AND GIANT
SETTLEMENTS TO THE EMERGENCE OF
MOBILE ECONOMIES, CA. 450 0 –350 0 BC

Unter Kupferzeit verstehe ich jenen Zeitabschnitt in der Geschichte der
Menschheit, der durch das Auftreten des frühesten Kupfers in Form von
Schwergeräten, bzw. durch die Anfänge der zweiten gesellschaftlichen
Arbeitsteilung gekennzeichnet ist.
By the Copper Age I understand that period in the history of humanity in
which one encounters the earliest copper in the form of heavy functional
tools, or in which the beginnings of the second division of labor in society
can be recognized.
(H. Todorova 1991: 89)

The Copper Age settlements and cemeteries of southeastern Europe, extending
from the northern Balkan Peninsula to the northeast across Romania and
western Ukraine to the Dnieper, have long been recognized as exceptionally
rich and signiﬁcant. The history of the research on Chalcolithic sites found
throughout this interconnected area extends back into the late nineteenth
century when scholars ﬁrst began to excavate the upper levels of what were
recognized as settlement mounds with thick cultural deposits (for summary
accounts of the histories of research cf. Todorova 1978: 3–6; 1995: 79–82;
Fol and Lichardus 1988: 19–26; Monah and Monah 1997: 21–34; Arkheologiya
Ukrainskoi SSR 1985: 189–193).
State-funded archaeological research led to an enormous compilation of
archaeological materials, a record which for sixth- and ﬁfth-millennia times is
arguably as, or more, complete than any other area of the world. Numerous
artiﬁcially raised settlement hills, tepes and tells of the Near Eastern type, are distributed throughout Bulgaria and southern Romania (Figs. 2.1–2.3). Many are
multiperiod sites with thick cultural deposits (e.g., 12.4 m. at the famous type
site of Karanovo in southeastern Bulgaria). Unlike the Chalcolithic deposits
on mounds in the Near East that are frequently found stratiﬁed beneath later
Bronze, Iron, or even later levels, such as is the case for many Ubaid-related sites
(cf. E. Henrickson and Thuesen 1989) – some of which have even been found
23
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Figure 2.1. Distribution of the related Balkan Chalcolithic cultures or community
of cultures – Kodzadermen, Gumelnitsa, and Karanovo VI (adapted from Lichardus
1988: 85. abb 43).

buried beneath the Mesopotamian alluvium, the southeastern European Copper Age remains typically cap their long-lived settlement mounds or occur as
the topmost levels on natural raised promontories or hills, making them much
more accessible to the archaeologist’s spade (Fig. 2.3). The striking ceramics, anthropomorphic ﬁgurines, and exotic prestige goods (Fig. 2.4) recovered
from these settlements have also stimulated archaeologists to excavate them, as
well as to uncover hundreds of graves found in cemeteries (e.g., from 1975 to
1991 more than 1200 graves have been uncovered alone at Durankulak on the
Black Sea coast northeast of the famous Varna cemetery; Todorova [ed.]2002:
ﬁg. 2.4).
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Figure 2.2. Location of some major Cucuteni-Tripol’ye sites (adapted from D. Monah
and F. Monah 1997: 36-37); list of numbered sites at left (no. 58 is the giant settlement
of Tal’yanki).
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Figure 2.3. Brad Cucuteni settlement, Romania (adapted from D. Monah and
F. Monah 1997: 81).

Indeed, the very accessibility of the Chalcolithic remains of southeastern
Europe and the fact that they have been investigated for so long and on such a
large scale may distort our understanding of their signiﬁcance; that is, the tendency is to overevaluate this “last great Chalcolithic civilization of Europe” relative to areas with less accessible and less well-investigated Chalcolithic remains,
such as those from Anatolia, Iran, or northern Mesopotamia to the south.
There is no satisfactory solution to this problem of relative overrepresentation or incommensurate information. This problem is hardly uncommon in
archaeology, and the only partial “solution” or correction to it is cognizance
of it, particularly when there is good reason to believe that future research may
radically change current understanding.
From this perspective, the use of the term “civilization” to describe the
Chalcolithic materials from southeastern Europe may be misleading or perhaps
is to be understood only in the same sense as Possehl (2002: 5–6) refers to
the Indus Civilization as an example of “archaic sociocultural complexity, but
without the state,” that is, without well-deﬁned archaeological markers for
political rulers, sharply differentiated social classes, and monumental art and
architecture suggestive of a political organization with a monopoly of force

P1: IBE
052184780Xc02

CUFX073/Kohl

Printer: cupusbw

0 521 84811 3

October 18, 2006

20:41

The Chalcolithic Prelude

Figure 2.4. “Old Europe.” (a) Copper Age cemeteries in northeastern Bulgaria and
Romania (adapted from Lichardus 1988: 93, abb. 50); (b–d) selection of CucuteniTripol’ye ceramic vessels and ﬁgurines (Mantu et al. 1997: 144, 111, 157)

for maintaining social control. The differential accumulation of wealth that is
clearly evident in the burials from cemeteries, such as Varna and Durankulak,
is most plausibly interpreted as documenting signiﬁcant social ranking within
these societies at least into an elite, a more numerous middle, and lowermost
social strata (Todorova 2002b: 275–277). Nevertheless, the term civilization
here does not imply that these striking ﬁfth-millennium Chalcolithic cultures
of southeastern Europe had achieved literacy or had attained the commonly
understood, anthropologically deﬁned neo-evolutionary level of an ancient
state. Some of these societies, like Varna, may have approached the “threshold”
to state organization, but they never crossed it; the Chalcolithic societies of
southeastern Europe were not class-stratiﬁed as were the later Bronze Age
“civilizations” to the south in western Asia, such as those which arose in
Mesopotamia, Egypt, and slightly later in Iran, southern Central Asia, and lands
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farther east. Such hyperbole is unnecessary, particularly since these Chalcolithic
remains north of the Black Sea are spectacular enough in their own right and
intrinsically interesting as a “failed state” or as an interrupted trajectory of social
development that became less complex or “devolved” during the subsequent
Early Bronze period.
The situation is strikingly different as one extends one’s horizon east across
the Dnieper and into the Eurasian steppe and forest-steppe zones stretching
to western Siberia and northern Kazakhstan. Here most of the archaeological evidence has been obtained from excavating burials; the few settlement
mounds, such as Dereivka and Mikhailovka in Ukraine or now the Botai culture settlements in northern Kazakhstan, which have been located and partially
excavated, assume correspondingly tremendous – perhaps disproportionate –
signiﬁcance just because of their exceptionality. Thus, in comparing and contrasting Chalcolithic remains from these two areas – the Balkans and the steppes
east of the Dnieper – one must always be aware of the qualitative and quantitative differences in the recovered archaeological materials.
This chapter attempts to sketch ﬁfth- and early fourth-millennium interconnections from the northern Balkans in the west to the steppes beyond the
Ural Mountains in the east as the necessary introduction to later Bronze Age
developments across these steppes and south into Caucasia, Central Asia, and
the Anatolian and Iranian plateaus. The coverage of this “Chalcolithic prelude” is selective, focusing on evidence linking these areas, particularly the
exchange of prestige goods and, above all, copper; on the emergence and collapse of the gigantic Tripol’ye settlements, several encompassing hundreds of
hectares; and reconstruction of the economies and social structures of speciﬁc
cultures throughout this vast region. Numerous syntheses of these materials, some of which exhaustively document cultural and chronological correspondences, have recently appeared, and these can be consulted for farther
information (cf. for example the articles in the edited volumes of Lichardus
1991; Bailey and Panayatov 1995; Hänsel and Machnik 1998; and Levine, Rassamakin, Kislenko, and Tatarintseva 1999; very useful contemporary overviews
are provided also by Parzinger 1998a and 1998b).
THE PRODUCTION AND EXCHANGE OF COPPER FROM
THE BALKANS TO THE VOLGA IN THE FIFTH AND FOURTH
MILLENNIA BC – THE CARPATHO-BALKAN METALLURGICAL
PROVINCE (CBMP)

It is no accident that European prehistorians adopted the Three Age System
in the nineteenth century to order their materials. Arguably, large-scale
developments and processes in later Eurasian prehistory are most clearly
discerned by documenting changes in metallurgical production and exchange.
There are several reasons for this. As Childe perhaps overly emphasized, the
birth of true metallurgy – the smelting of metal ores and the melting, casting,

P1: IBE
052184780Xc02

CUFX073/Kohl

Printer: cupusbw

0 521 84811 3

October 18, 2006

20:41

The Chalcolithic Prelude
and alloying of metal objects – implied the emergence of full-time craft
specialization; to pursue their craft, smiths had to be fed by societies capable
of regularly producing food surpluses. With the emergence of metallurgy and
the production of substantial metal artifacts, another great division of labor in
human society was achieved.
Conveniently for archaeologists, metallurgical developments are technologically cumulative: a traceable progression from treating metals as colored rocks to
fashioning alloys, creating artiﬁcial materials from what nature itself provided.
Each step in the sequence from native copper to arsenical copper/bronze, tin
bronze, and iron required technological advances, particularly those associated
with the control and manipulation of ﬁre (or pyrotechnology), and these can
be documented archaeologically. Though in the long term this process is technologically “progressive,” it does not typically proceed in a gradual, cumulative
fashion, but rather is characterized by punctuated changes, such as the sudden
appearance of new metal types and resources that distinguish Early Bronze from
Late Chalcolithic remains. Individual sequences do not necessarily exhibit a
smoothly progressing developmental curve. Some of the most intriguing problems requiring explanation are those sequences that fail to develop or experience reversals, that is, devolve – a quintessential example being the collapse of
the spectacularly precocious Copper Age cultures of southeastern Europe.
Metal resources, the components of bronze more so than iron, are unevenly
distributed spatially, and this reality distinguishes the value of metals for reconstructing prehistory on a broad scale from, say, ceramics, the technological
progression of which is also related to pyrotechnological advances and can be
traced archaeologically. The potter’s clay is not ubiquitous but much more
widely distributed than the miner’s metalliferous ores; ceramics were traded in
later prehistory but never on the scale of metals. That is, for transforming late
prehistoric societies, the exchange of metals was as important as their production, if not
more so. The earliest metals were more ornamental than functional, but as such,
they were not unimportant, particularly as they became caught up in prestigegoods networks of exchange that could have signiﬁcant transformative effects
on local societies. The importance of the production and exchange of metals,
however, increased over time as they became more functional, as metal tools
and weapons replaced earlier chipped stone artifacts and became essential to
the survival of the societies acquiring them.
The earliest occurring copper ornaments and even tools have been found
in Early Holocene Neolithic contexts in West Asia at sites such as Zawi
Chemi Shanidar in northwestern Iraq and particularly Çayönü Tepesi in southeastern Anatolia (A. Özdogan 1999: 54). The regular occurrence of copper
and lead ornaments at later seventh- and sixth-millennium sites in northern
Mesopotamia and Anatolia, such as Tell Sotto and Yarim Tepe I (Merpert and
Munchaev 1993) and Çatalhöyük, is signiﬁcant for it shows that the earliest regular use of metal was associated with the early food-producing cultures of West
Asia, and the general spread of the Neolithic food-producing economy from
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Figure 2.5. Copper tools, weapons, and ornaments from Bulgaria (from Pernicka
et al. 1997: 81, ﬁg. 12).

Anatolia into southeastern Europe is accepted by all scholars, even those with a
penchant for emphasizing autonomous evolutionary processes (e.g., Renfrew
1969; 1987: 145–159). Some scholars refer even to a common Balkan-Anatolian
cultural area (or “Balkano-Anatolische Kulturbereich”, cf. Todorova 1998: 31)
to emphasize the close, historically connected relationship between developments in the two areas until the beginning of the Bronze Age.
Thus, the ultimate origins of metalworking in southeastern Europe can be
traced back to its sporadic use within the early food-producing economies
of the ancient Near East, but the metallurgical production, which involved
the casting and forging of large and eminently functional tools and weapons
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Figure 2.6. The Carpatho-Balkan Metallurgical Province (CBMP) (from Chernykh
1992: 49, ﬁg. 15); main foci of the CBMP: I – northern Balkans; II – Transylvanian/Middle Danubian; III – northern Carpathian (postulated); IV – western Black
Sea region; V – steppe (postulated).

(Fig. 2.5) that developed in the Carpathian-Balkan area during the ﬁfth millennium BC, represented a qualitative transformation of these earlier metalworking practices. If one anachronistically wishes to accord “Europe” due credit
for these innovations, then one can consider the development of copper-based
metallurgy in southeastern Europe as an indigenous process – though with its
roots ﬁrmly planted in the early agricultural soil of Anatolia.
E. N. Chernykh’s concept (1992: 48–53) of a “Carpatho-Balkan Metallurgical Province” (or CBMP, Fig. 2.6) usefully elucidates the qualitatively distinctive production and exchange of metals that originated in southeastern Europe
during the ﬁfth millennium BC. According to Chernykh, it is possible to distinguish at least three separate metalworking areas during Chalcolithic times
just within the conﬁnes of the former Soviet Union: southeastern Europe;
the southern Caucasus; and what was Soviet Central Asia, particularly southern Turkmenistan. Metalworking in each of these areas can be traced back
ultimately to the same Near Eastern Neolithic roots, but each then developed its own distinctive metalworking practices to a great extent independently of one another. Undoubtedly, other contemporaneous metallurgical
“foci” existed farther south in Anatolia, on the Iranian plateau, and elsewhere, but it is only in southeastern Europe that one can trace the spread
of related metalworking practices, metals, and probably ﬁnished objects over
a vast, naturally and culturally heterogeneous area that stretched east to the
Volga, encompassing what Chernykh has deﬁned as a uniﬁed metallurgical
province – the Carpatho-Balkan Metallurgical Province (CBMP).
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The concept of a metallurgical province (ibid., 8–9) is a lumping category
meant to order the archaeological record as based principally on the general
typological uniformity of the metal tools and weapons and the fundamental similarity in the technological production of the metal tools and weapons
found within it. Utilization of the concept of a metallurgical province, like any
classiﬁcatory concept or model in archaeology, has certain inherent limitations.
Did such provinces really exist or have they merely been constructed for the
convenience of the archaeologist, and are they, in that sense, artiﬁcial? As a
macroarchaeological concept, there is always the danger of the metallurgical
province’s reiﬁcation, ascribing to it a reality that it did not possess and then
invoking it indiscriminately as an explanatory device, a convenient deus ex
machina to be employed when trying to account for changes in the archaeological record.
Nevertheless, archaeologists cannot proceed without ordering their data
and must utilize concepts that aggregate their data for purposes of analysis;
for example, archaeological cultures, cultural uniﬁed communities (kul’turnie
obshchnosti, Kulturbereich, Kulturverband, etc.), peer-polity interaction spheres,
world systems, and the like. The “metallurgical province” has the great virtue
of having been constructed directly on the empirical basis of the analyses
of tens of thousands of metal artifacts; oftentimes concepts borrowed from
social theorists lack this direct connection and their appropriateness for a given
reconstruction may be much more seriously questioned. The “metallurgical
province” is a particularly useful concept for tracing the interregional relations
basic to the theme of this study – the increasing integration of the Eurasian
steppes into the “civilized” agriculturally rooted world of West Asia – and will
be regularly utilized throughout this work.
According to Chernykh, such “metallurgical provinces” were few in number; he was able to deﬁne only seven of them within the former Soviet Union
during the “Early Metal Age.” They also become more extensive over time,
ultimately incorporating most of Eurasia. The ﬁrst such qualitatively distinct
“metallurgical province” was the CBMP (Fig. 2.6). It stretched from the northern Balkans to the Middle Volga and encompassed ﬁve distinct “foci”: the
northern Balkans; Transylvania and the Middle Danube area; the northern
Carpathians; the western Black Sea region; and the west Eurasian steppes
between the Dnieper and Volga rivers. We are concerned principally with
the integrated developments that occurred within these last two “foci,” but
it is important to understand the broader context in which relations developed between the western Black Sea region both south and north of the
Lower Danube and northeast to the Middle Dnieper, on the one hand, and
the steppes and forest-steppes to the south and east, on the other, particularly
in terms of the procurement of metals.
Several early copper mines in the northern Balkans have been investigated,
such as Rudna Glava in Serbia ( Jovanovic 1971, 1982) and Ai Bunar in southern
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Figure 2.7. Bulgaria: its mineralized regions and analyzed copper ore sources (adapted
from Pernicka et al. 1997: 83, ﬁg. 14). Numbers relate to the following sites. 1 Ai Bunar;
2 Altin Tepe (Ro); 3 Assarel; 4 Bakadzic; 5 Bobosevo; 6 Bor; 7 Burgas; 8 Car Assen; 9
Celopec; 10 Ciprovci; 11 Cuprene; 12 Elacite; 13 Gorno Alexandrovo; 14 Madzarovo,
Posko; 15 Majdanpek; 16 Malko Tamovo, Strandza, Ikiztepe; 17 Medni Rid, Rosen,
Zidarovo; 18 Mihalkovo; 19 Kiten; 20 Plakalnica; 21 Prochorovo; 22 Radka; 23 Rudna
Glava; 24 Rudnik; 25 Skrebatno; 26 Sletovo; 27 Ustrem.

Bulgaria (Chernykh 1978; 1988). More than 20,000 tons of metal-bearing ores
are estimated to have been mined at the latter site, which may have yielded as
much as 1000 tons of smelted copper (Chernykh 1988: 149), and the principal
initial exploitation of Ai Bunar has been positively dated to the Karanovo VI
period (or the Kodzadermen-Gumelnitsa-Karanovo VI Verband [cf. Lichardus
1988: 84–89], ﬁg. 2.1) or, in other words, contemporaneous with the metalrich cemetery of Varna. Recent analytical work (Pernicka et al. 1997: 134) has
demonstrated that “the ores utilized during the Bulgarian Late Chalcolithic
‘metal boom’ must have come from a variety of sources” that were exploited
at the end of the ﬁfth millennium BC, and the same work has shown that
much of the copper found in the Cucuteni-Tripol’ye culture to the northeast
is probably better associated with the ores found in the Medni Rid area near
the Black Sea coast than principally with the Ai Bunar mine (ibid., 141), as
had been previously suggested.
The picture that emerges with a more detailed testing of different mineralized regions and ore sources in Bulgaria (Fig. 2.7), thus, is one in
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which several production centers with overlapping distribution zones operated
simultaneously rather than a single source, such as Ai Bunar, that supplied areas
throughout Bulgaria and far to the northeast (ibid., 146). Such a conclusion,
however, is still consistent with a presumed maritime trade in copper to the
northeast that entered the same exchange network of other prestige goods,
such as Spondylus shells, and with the movement of Bulgarian copper across
the steppes north of the Black Sea or the region encompassing the CBMP.
Calculations as to the amount of copper mined in Bulgaria and Romania
during this Chalcolithic boom relative to the amount of copper artifacts actually
recovered yield a striking discrepancy: only .1% to .01% of the copper presumably produced – estimated at 5000 metric tons – has been recovered (cf. Taylor
1999: 25–26). Such a recovery rate is, perhaps, not surprising given the fact that
the archaeological record is always incomplete (and “underdetermined”), but
it may also suggest that many copper artifacts had been continuously recycled
and graves plundered for their metals, reducing correspondingly the amount
recovered and making much more difﬁcult the archaeological interpretation
of the scale and signiﬁcance of this early exchange and use of metals.
Complications also arise as to whether eastern Ukrainian copper sources
might not also have been exploited by the peoples occupying the numerous
Cucuteni-Tripol’ye culture settlements stretching northeast across Romania,
Moldova, and western Ukraine (ibid., 27), although such exploitation has not
yet been analytically demonstrated, and there is no question that Bulgarian
copper was reaching these settlements as well as areas farther east during the
late ﬁfth and early fourth millennia BC. Exploitation of these latter sources
has been empirically documented only for the Late Bronze Age, not earlier
periods (Sanzharov and Bratchenko, personal communication; Brovender and
Otroshchenko 2002: 55–56; and cf. also L. Cernych 2003).
The exchange of metals within the CBMP to the northeast, possibly as far
as sites on the middle Volga, has been demonstrated, though the nature of this
exchange and its differential social effects on all the cultures participating in this
exchange network are more difﬁcult to assess. Chernykh (1992: 50–54) notes
several unusual features of this earliest “metallurgical province”: 1) the sudden
appearance of sophisticated metalworking in the core production area of the
northern Balkans, which involved the casting and forging of large artifacts, such
as shaft-hole axe-hammers, cruciform axe-adzes, and large adze-chisels; 2) the
distinctive and relatively primitive or archaic metalworking characteristic of
the Cucuteni-Tripol’ye settlements, as well as the distinctive metal assemblages
found farther east in cemeteries and settlements of the so-called Khvalynsk
and Sredny Stog communities; and 3) the equally spectacular collapse of
metallurgical production within this province during the early centuries of
the fourth millennium, a phenomenon associated with the progressive deterioration and abandonment of many settlements from the northern Balkans
to the Middle Dnieper. This last phenomenon of the so-called Chalcolithic
hiatus or advent of a “Dark Age”/ Transitional Period, encompassing the Final
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Figure 2.8. Copper “anthropomorphic” pendants, Karbuna Hoard, Moldova (from
Dergachev 1998: 78, ﬁg. 6).

Chalcolithic and Proto-Bronze periods of the second and third quarters of the
fourth millennium (Pernicka et al. 1997; Todorova 1995, 1998, 2002: 22), will
be considered at the end of this chapter.
As stated before, the beginnings of metallurgical production in the Balkans
are clearly associated with the spread of agriculture and livestock raising from
Anatolia and the consequent spread of sedentary settlements and demographic
growth. Although there is a sharp punctuated increase in the scale and nature
of metallurgical production from the Early to the Middle Chalcolithic periods
or during the ﬁrst half of the ﬁfth millennium BC, these developments are
best conceived as an internal evolutionary process associated with advances in
pyrotechnology (as seen, for example, in the production of the positive, then
negative graphite-ornamented ceramics of the Early and Middle Chalcolithic
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Figure 2.9. Cucuteni-Tripol’ye copper hammer and crossed arms axes (adapted from
Mantu et al. 1997: 159).

P1: IBE
052184780Xc02

CUFX073/Kohl

Printer: cupusbw

0 521 84811 3

October 18, 2006

20:41

The Chalcolithic Prelude

Figure 2.10. Cucuteni-Tripol’ye copper tools and ornaments (adapted from Mantu
et al. 1997: 160).

periods), and the exploitation ﬁrst of native copper and gold and, subsequently,
of attractive and relatively accessible oxide ore sources. It is not surprising that
the most sophisticated metalworking occurs within the core northern Balkan
region where the copper and gold were obtained.
The relatively primitive character of metalworking farther to the northeast reﬂects the less central role that metals assumed in these societies. Thus,
for example, ornaments dominate the metal assemblages of the CucuteniTripol’ye culture sites (e.g., the characteristic “anthropomorphic” [?] pendants
from the Karbuna Hoard in Moldova) (Fig. 2.8); relatively few functional
tools and weapons, such as awls, ﬁshhooks, and hammer axes (Figs. 2.9 and
2.10), have been found, though their infrequent occurrence suggests that the
Cucuteni-Tripol’ye cultivators at least occasionally used copper implements
to conduct essential, practical tasks. Farther east in sites of the Khvalynsk and
Sredni Stog communities, bracelets, earrings, and very distinctive shell-shaped
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copper pendants are typical, with only occasional ﬁnds of shaft-hole axes and
axe hammers. Similarly, the technology of the manufacture of copper ornaments and tools on Cucuteni-Tripol’ye sites is less developed than that found
on sites farther to the southwest. Tools from the Karbuna Hoard in Moldova,
for example, were hot-forged, and although subsequently during Tripol’ye B
times cast axes have been recovered that exhibit parallels with materials found
much farther west in Transylvania, smithing continued to dominate over casting in the Cucuteni-Tripol’ye settlements (Chernykh 1992: 41).
The picture then is one of sophisticated casting metallurgical production in
the core resource-rich north Balkan area and less developed metalworking on
the northeastern periphery of the CBMP, and this distinction implies that most
of the copper that was being exchanged to the northeast must have arrived as
a raw material or in semiﬁnished form where it was subsequently worked by
local smiths (ibid., 40). Unfortunately, ingots have not yet been found in the
northeastern extension of the CBMP that would support this conclusion. Most
of the metal artifacts from Cucuteni-Tripol’ye sites have been found in hoards
(D. Monah and F. Monah 1997: 82–83), such as the already mentioned Karbuna
Hoard. What this distributional evidence signiﬁes in terms of the culturally
deﬁned envaluation of the metals and patterns of recycling and reuse is unclear,
though it certainly also reﬂects the fact that Cucuteni-Tripol’ye settlements,
rather than cemeteries, have been excavated, the latter nearly always yielding
more prestigious metal artifacts than the former. Occasional discoveries of slag
and crucibles on Cucuteni-Tripol’ye settlements, such as were found at the site
of Branzeni VIII in Moldova, show that metal was worked by local, possibly
itinerant smiths, and the complicated repairs that sometimes can be observed
on the metals demonstrate the high value accorded this imported material
(ibid.), as well possibly as lack of regular access to it.
East of the Cucuteni-Tripol’ye settlements, most metals have been found
in cemeteries, some burials of which have been interpreted as representing a
newly emergent social elite whose status is derived from participation in the
luxury exchange network not only of copper tools and ceremonial weapons,
but also of long ﬂint and obsidian knives and arrowheads, ceremonial stone axehammers and animal-headed scepters, and marble and jet beads (Rassamakin
1999: 75–102; cf. Chapter 4). For example, recently excavated burials from the
Krivoi Rog cemetery, which is located west of the Dnieper in the intermediate
area between the Cucuteni-Tripol’ye settlements and the steppe cultures to the
east, contained hundreds of copper beads, and bracelets, rings, an awl, copper
scrap, and even a Varna-like gold baton; such materials are attributed to the
newly deﬁned Skelya culture, which is centered principally in the DnieperDon interﬂuve, and this culture is interpreted as playing “an essential role in the
inception of the prestige exchange system” and serving “as a link between the
developed agricultural world, the Volga region, and the pre-Caucasus” (ibid.,
100; cf. Chap. 4, Figs. 4.5 and 4.6).
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The evidence is more supportive of such an exchange network than any
concerted movement of peoples east to west during the late ﬁfth and early
fourth millennium. The stone scepters, for example, particularly those that
more realistically depict animal heads (the so-called type B), which have been
interpreted as documenting the inﬁltration of Sredny Stog pastoralists into
the agricultural world of the northern Balkans and lower Danube (Lichardus
1988), are much more reasonably seen as having been exchanged west to east,
probably in association with the exchange of copper, than with any elusive
mounted nomadic migration (Häusler 1995: 44–48; for a complete catalogue
of these scepters, cf. Govedarica and Kaiser 1996; cf. Chap. 4, Figs. 4.2, 4.3,
and 4.4). A few such scepters somehow ended up in burials far to the east in the
Middle and Lower Volga region, but their overall distribution not only reveals
how isolated these eastern examples actually are, but also suggests that such
“prestige items” may have moved principally by sea. Such a maritime route
along the Black Sea has been postulated also for the movement of copper, a
trade that may partially explain the incredible accumulation of wealth in the
Varna cemetery (Frey 1991).
The main point is that there is little, if any, evidence for the circulation of
metals from the Caucasus or the southern Urals during this period and that
substantial amounts of copper had to move from the northern Balkans east as far
as the Volga (Chernykh 1992: 46); some of this movement most likely was by
sea, but some of it also had to go overland, at least to get to the Lower Volga.
Not surprisingly, a general falloff in the accumulation of copper, gold, and
silver artifacts from west to east can be traced from the core northern Balkan
area of production to the distant cultures on the steppes east of the Dnieper.
THE FORM AND ECONOMY OF THE GIGANTIC TRIPOL’YE
SETTLEMENTS – NUCLEATION OF POPULATION AND THE
DEVELOPMENT OF EXTENSIVE AGRICULTURE AND ANIMAL
HUSBANDRY, PARTICULARLY THE HERDING OF CATTLE

Settlements of the Cucuteni-Tripol’ye culture were explored initially at the
end of the last century by scholars such as D. Beldiceanu and Gr. Butureanu in Romania and V. V. Khvoiko in Ukraine, and their later correlation
and periodization was established by archaeologists such as Vl. Dumitrescu
and T. S. Passek. More recently, calibrated radiocarbon dates have provided
a ﬁrmer basis for relating developments of the culture or cultural community in terms of an absolute chronology (cf. lists in Rassamakin 1999; and
Mantu 1998a and 1998b). This section is concerned principally with describing the main features of the gigantic Tripol’ye settlements, as conveniently
summarized by M. Videjko (1996); reference is made to the gigantic Tripol’ye
settlements because such large sites have been intensively excavated in Ukraine
only since the late 1960s. It must be mentioned, however, that related large
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Figure 2.11. Concentration of gigantic Tripol’ye settlements (adapted from Kohl
2002b: 181, ﬁg. 1, originally from Videjko 1995, 67, ﬁg. 13). 1. Majdanetskoe; 2.
Tal’janki; 3. Dobrovody; 4. Kosenovka; 5. Mosurov 2; 6. Mosurov 3; 7. Tal’noe 2; 8.
Tal’noe 3; a. giant settlements; b. smaller settlements. (Originally from Videjko 1996:
67, Fig. 13.)

settlements (30–100 ha.) have been found also in northern Moldova and farther
west.
The Cucuteni-Tripol’ye culture emerged in the second quarter of the ﬁfth
millennium BC with clearly established Neolithic roots extending back into
the sixth millennium (Starcevo Cris, Bug-Dniester, etc.). Over time there is
a clear expansion of Cucuteni-Tripol’ye settlements to the northeast from an
original concentration along the numerous left-bank tributaries of the Danube
and the Middle Dniester (Fig. 2.2) towards the Bug and Middle Dnieper area
near Kiev; some later Tripol’ye settlements are even located east of the Dnieper
(cf. Arkheologiya 1985: maps 5, 192; 6, 204; and 7, 224). Before the discovery
of the gigantic settlements the largest known and excavated settlement was
Vladimorovka, which contained about 200 houses spread over an area of about
34 ha. The picture radically changed in the late 1960s when K. Siskin utilized
aerial photos and discovered a series of extremely large settlements, located
mostly in the forest-steppe region between the Bug and Middle Dnieper
rivers (Fig. 2.11); these included the settlements of Majdanetskoe (270 ha.),
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Figure 2.12. Majdanetskoe – building phases (adapted from Kohl 2002b, 182, ﬁg. 2,
originally from Videjko 1996, 55, Fig. 6); 1 – ﬁrst buildings; 2 – inner “fortiﬁcation”
oval; 3 – second “fortiﬁcation” encircling houses of the standing inner “fortiﬁcation”
ring; 4 – ﬁnal phase.

Dobrovody (250 ha.), Tal’janki (400 ha.), Veselyj Kut (150 ha.), Miropol’e
(200 ha.), Kosenkova (70 ha.), Cicerkozovka (60 ha.), Onoprievka (60 ha.),
and P’janezkovo (60 ha.). Extensive ﬁeld investigations began in the early 1970s
and included geomagnetic surveys to locate houses and plot more precisely the
overall plan of these gigantic settlements.
Settlements increase in size from Tripol’ye A (20–60 ha.) to Tripol’ye B I
(150 ha.), or from the middle to the last quarter of the ﬁfth millennium, but
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Figure 2.13. Majdanetskoe settlement (adapted from Kohl 2002b: 183, ﬁg. 3; originally
from Videjko 1996: 62–63, ﬁgs. 9 and 10). 1. Part of ring of houses; 1a. House contours
according to geomagnetic measurement; 1b. Discovered houses; 2. Interconnected
houses reconstruction.

the largest settlements, such as Majdanetskoe and Tal’janki, date from the last
quarter of the ﬁfth towards the middle of the fourth millennium BC; in general, one can refer to an approximately 500 to 700 year period of existence for
these extremely large settlements, or ca. 4200–3500 BC (Videjko 1996: 53).
Comparatively, in terms only of the overall size of the settlements, these gigantic Tripol’ye settlements are as large, or larger, than the earliest city-states of
Sumer and precede them chronologically by more than half a millennium;
the evidence for specialization and internal social differentiation, on the other
hand, is much less, and for this reason we consciously have eschewed the term
“cities” and have referred to these incredibly large nucleated settlements as
“giant sites” or “gigantic settlements.”
Excavations of the houses and study of their materials, particularly the ceramics, led the archaeologists to conclude that most of the gigantic settlements
experienced two phases of growth: a cluster of unplanned houses expanded
outwards forming two to three concentric oval rings of interconnected houses
(Fig. 2.12). The ceramics show little differentiation within the settlements, suggesting that each settlement in its ﬁnal phase of maximum extent was occupied
simultaneously for a relatively short period of time, possibly less than a century,
before its abandonment, typically after having been deliberately burned down.
Scores of houses have been excavated, particularly from the settlements of
Majdanetskoe, Tal’janki, and Veselyj Kut. The houses are made of loam and
are rectangular in shape (20–30 m. long and 6–10 m. wide), possibly reinforced
with wooden posts; most are thought to have been two-storey structures, with
the living areas with hearths and benches/beds in the upper storey, and kitchens,
work rooms, and animal stalls (?) downstairs. The houses arranged in the oval
rings are thought to have been connected with one another, forming their
own separate system of enclosures, possibly for controlling their large herds of
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Figure 2.14. Plan of the settlement of Tal’janki (adapted from Kohl 2002b: 184, ﬁg. 4;
originally from Kruc 1994: 12, ﬁg. 2). 1. Homesteads of the Tripol’ye culture according
to the geomagnetic image; 2. Kurgans; 3. Contemporary buildings and gardens of
Tal’janki village. (Adapted from Kruc 1994: 12. Fig. 2).

cattle and other animals (ibid., abbs. 7–10; Fig. 2.13). It is clear at least at the
largest site, Tal’janki, that the central area formed by these concentric circles
lacked architectural structures and formed a large open space (Fig. 2.14).The
interconnections linking the houses together did not constitute any system of
fortiﬁcations; references to such fortiﬁcations are illusory and driven by the
myth of the invasion of kurgan-building pastoral nomads from the east. The
later kurgans located within the area of the Tal’janki settlement are just that:
later and unrelated to the occupation or ﬁnal abandonment of this gigantic
Tripol’ye site (Kruc and Korvin-Piotrovsky, personal communication).
Some of the plastered walls of the houses were painted. There are some special or “public” structures, such as the “M” complex at Majdanetskoe, which
are larger in size (336 sq. m.) and more richly decorated, but the vast majority
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of the houses (over 80%) are very similar to one another with little difference in
shape or size (60–120 sq. m.). Videjko believes that the distribution is basically
bimodal with roughly 10% of the houses being substantially larger (270–400
sq. m.). It also must be mentioned that the sites are so large that many open
areas, including the centers of the settlements, have not yet been thoroughly
investigated, and, consequently, the ﬁnal interpretation of the settlement structure may require revision. Nevertheless, the overall picture is one of extremely
large, “planned” unfortiﬁed settlements with very little indication of internal
social differentiation.
The aerial photos and geomagnetic surveys have shown that there were large
areas within the settlements that were unoccupied, possibly again for securing
their herds of cattle. The two ellipses at Tal’janki, for example, were separated
from each other by an unbuilt area 70–100 m. wide; within the inner ellipse
radial rows of houses extend towards the center in the northern part of the
settlement, but as currently understood, the center of the site, encompassing
roughly 60 ha., also comprised an open, unbuilt area. Excavations at Majdanetskoe have also revealed that only about two-thirds of the investigated buildings
were dwellings, a ﬁnding that necessitated, correspondingly, a one-third reduction in the estimated population of the settlement (cf. below). In terms of their
forms and dimensions, the houses of the contemporaneous smaller settlements
are essentially identical to those found in the giant sites.
There is a three-tiered settlement pattern: the gigantic settlements (100–
400 ha.); middle-sized (20–60 ha.); and small (2–10 ha.). The settlements
are clustered in groups. Typically there are one to two middle-sized and/or
two to three smaller settlements found within 3–10 km. from one of the
gigantic settlements (ibid., 66). Demographic reconstructions are based on
the assumption of ﬁve-to-seven persons/house, and the houses within the
settlements form groups (of related families?) of up to 20 houses or 100–
140 people. The large settlement of Tal’janki with 2700 houses was inhabited
possibly by more than 15,000 people, and, adding then the numbers for the
satellite settlements within its cluster, the total population may have exceeded
30,000 (ibid., 72). These calculations are, of course, rough and preliminary,
but, taken all together, they show that tens of thousands of people occupied
a relatively restricted area of the forest-steppe between the Bug and Middle
Dnieper rivers at the end of the ﬁfth and beginning of the fourth millennium.
It is essential to reconstruct the basic subsistence economy of the gigantic
sites and their satellite communities. Cucuteni-Tripol’ye settlements inherited
the basic constellation of plant and animal domesticates that had diffused into
the Balkan peninsula from the Ancient Near East: emmer, einkorn, and bread
wheat (Triticum aestivum), naked and hulled barley, peas, vetch, lentils; and
sheep, goat, cattle, and pigs. They also grew buckwheat (Fagopyrum esculentum)
and millet (Panicum miliaceum), the latter particularly in the eastern area where
the giant sites are located; cultivated both wild and domesticated grapes (Vitis
vinifera), though the latter may have been introduced later in middle Tripol’ye
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times (Masson and Merpert 1982: 235); and gathered wild and, apparently,
domesticated fruits, such as plums. Hunting and ﬁshing were always important
subsidiary activities, as indicated both by the osteological ﬁnds of species such
as aurochs, deer, elk, and horses, and artifactual remains, such as copper and
bone ﬁsh hooks and ﬂint arrowheads; there is some indication that hunting
and ﬁshing may have even increased in importance as the Cucuteni-Tripol’ye
culture began to break up and expanded into the dry steppe zone to the south
(ibid., 237).
An extensive form of sowing summer wheat and barley interspersed with
the growing of vegetables, such as peas and lentils, most likely occurred on the
extensive meadows that surrounded the gigantic settlements. A strong indirect
case for the use of a primitive plow or ard to create furrows in soils possibly
already loosened by hoes can be made by the discovery of large elk antlers with
clearly worked ends, such as that found on the settlement at Novyie Ruseshty I
(ibid., 233, ﬁg. 18; 234); two types of ards, fashioned from deer and elk antlers,
have been recovered: one with a vertically set blade for working recently cleared
land; and the other with a horizontal blade for working intensively cultivated
ﬁelds (D. Monah and F. Monah 1997: 80). A clay model of two yoked bulls
(oxen?) drawing a sledge was recovered from Majdanetskoe, and traces of yoking
and harnessing have been found on steer bones from Tal’janki and other giant
sites (Videjko 1996: 70, fn. 68). It is difﬁcult to imagine how these large sites
with their thousands of inhabitants could have maintained themselves without
harnessing oxen to draw these plows, a development that would have increased
several times the arable area (ibid., 70 with references).
Similarly, it is reasonably conjectured that the short duration of these settlements suggests an extensive form of possibly shifting cultivation, involving
the burning of vegetation and trees and the periodic movement of ﬁelds for
renourishing the soil. It is hypothesized with supporting palynological evidence that such ecologically destructive practices led to deforestation and an
anthropogenic-induced environmental crisis that was one of the factors responsible for the breakup of the giant sites and the ﬁssioning of the culture into
separate regional components by the middle of the fourth millennium, if not
somewhat earlier.
Animal husbandry also played an extremely important role in the subsistence
economy of these gigantic settlements. Although some regional variation can
be observed, cattle were clearly the most important domesticated species and
kept for meat and milk production, as well as some most likely for draft purposes. Large numbers of pigs were also raised, whereas sheep and goats, in general, assumed a much more subsidiary role (Masson and Merpert 1982: 234),
though their numbers and signiﬁcance seem to increase after the breakup of
the settlements and occupation of the open steppe on Usatovo-related sites,
when livestock herding formed a more central role in the economy and when
inﬂuences from the steppes to the east and the Caucasus to the southeast are
more discernible. Rustling of cattle among the different Tripol’ye communities
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must have been a constant problem, and, as already suggested, the large open
spaces within the gigantic settlements may have functioned, in part, to secure
their herds at night.
The relative insigniﬁcance of sheep and goats in the overall economy of
the Cucuteni-Tripol’ye culture may suggest an extremely limited production
of woolen textiles, despite the evidence for weaving as suggested by the very
occasionally encountered spindle whorls and more numerous ﬁnds of what are
interpreted as loom weights, but which may also have been used to help secure
and weigh down the roofs of houses. There is some evidence for the use of
wool (e.g., spun balls of wool recovered from the Cucuteni A-B settlement of
Iablona I [D. Monah and F. Monah 1997: 71]), but it is extremely limited and
some zoo-archaeologists even questioned whether the sheep that they kept
were covered with wool (ibid.). Linen indisputably was woven, as well as other
plant ﬁbers, such as hemp, and the numerous bone scraping tools for working
skins and animal pelts suggest that the Cucuteni-Tripol’ye peoples also typically clothed themselves in leather garments. The use of wool may have been
much more restricted, suggesting that their extremely extensive agricultural
and herding economy had not fully experienced the beneﬁts of the “Secondary Products Revolution” (Sherratt 1981, 1983) that may have already been
getting underway farther south and soon would take off; in other words, the
Cucuteni-Tripol’ye cultures of “Old Europe” – to use M. Gimbutas’ evocative
phrase – may have functioned largely in the absence of woolen textiles.
AN OVERVIEW OF THE SOCIAL ARCHAEOLOGY OF THE
CHALCOLITHIC FROM THE NORTHERN BALKANS TO THE
VOLGA AND BEYOND FROM THE FIFTH TO THE SECOND HALF
OF THE FOURTH MILLENNIUM BC

This section will review brieﬂy and sequentially the social organization of
Chalcolithic societies stretching west to east from the Balkans to the Lower
Volga. Its coverage will be selective and focus on the contrasts that distinguish
the cultures that were distributed across the different environmental zones
incorporated within the Carpatho-Balkan Metallurgical Province (CBMP).
The greatest accumulation of wealth, particularly in the form of copper
and gold artifacts, and evidence for internal social differentiation is found in
the northern Balkans near the area where the copper was mined. The Varna
cemetery is most striking in this respect, though now the excavations of the
cemetery and part of the contemporary settlement at Durankulak located on an
island near the coast roughly 100 km. northeast of Varna must also be considered (Todorova 2002). Lichardus (1988: 94 ff.; 1991) has provided a useful social
analysis of the Varna cemetery, dividing the then-excavated 281 graves from
the cemetery into ﬁve types: A) rich – with copper, gold, and shell ornaments,
some of which were sewn on their garments, and ceremonial symbolic artifacts,
symbolizing power and status, such as long ﬂint blades, axe-hammers, and gold
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Figure 2.15. Grave 43, Varna cemetery – the so-called “king’s” grave during excavation (adapted from Ivanov 1988: 55, abb. 25).

batons and scepters; nearly all of these rich graves also contained metal tools
and ceramics; B) graves with rich gold, copper, and shell ornaments but
lacking symbols of power and status; C) graves with a few copper tools (ﬂat
axes, wedges), polished stone axes, simple copper and gold ornaments, and
ceramics; D) graves with simple stone or bone tools, some ornaments, and
pottery; and E) graves with one to three ceramic vessels. The richest graves
include several cenotaphs or symbolic graves interpreted to represent the
burials of men (graves 1, 4, and 36) and women (graves 2, 3, and 15), as well as
the famous “kingly” or “royal” burial no. 43 (Ivanov 1991: 143–144; Todorova
1998: 43) of a 40- to 50-year-old man with numerous gold, copper, shell, and
stone symbols of power and status, including what has been interpreted as a
golden penis sheath (Fig. 2.15).
According to Lichardus’s analysis, the richest graves are concentrated in one
small section (15×15 m.) of the cemetery that he deﬁnes as its core, though it
should be noted that this same core area also contains examples of the remaining
four poorer types of burials. Other smaller excavated contemporary cemeteries
near Varna, such as Vinica and Devnja, contain only types C, D, and E, but the
richer of these, or type C, are similarly concentrated in one small area of the
cemetery (cf. Fig. 2.4a above). Excavations farther north along the Black Sea
coast at the Durnakulak cemetery have uncovered more than thirty “princely”
graves (listed in Todorova 2002b: 272–275), not quite comparable to the richest (type A) at Varna, but richer than those of the smaller inland cemeteries;
possibly the richest Varna-period burials at the Durankulak cemetery may
lie under the level of the sea and have not been excavated. The rich graves
at Durankulak are plausibly interpreted as belonging to an elite or princely
stratum (Häuptlingsfamilie) indicative of the differentiation in this society that
separated this elite stratum from the rest of the society. These graves probably
are best compared to Lichardus’s type B from Varna. It may not be fortuitous
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that there appears to be a difference between the cemeteries located on the
Black Sea coast and those located farther inland: the richest Copper Age burials have been found near or on the Black Sea, suggesting that the impressive
accumulation of wealth evident in these elite burials may have been associated
at least in part with the maritime exchange of exotic prestige goods (ibid., 277).
There is a clear differentiation between male (typically extended) and female
(contracted or crouched) burials not only in their form, but also in the accompanying grave goods (males typically with more metal objects and ceremonial
weapons and symbols of power; females with greater numbers of ornaments,
such as necklaces and hair pins). In the Durankulak cemetery, male burials
contained nearly eight times as much copper (by weight) than female burials,
which, in turn, contained only slightly more copper than that found in children’s burials (Todorova 1999: 245, table 2). It has been claimed, however, that
roughly 10% of the burials may have been sexed incorrectly on the basis of their
accompanying grave goods (Bailey and Hofmann 2005: 221). Nevertheless, the
archaeological, particularly mortuary, evidence completely contradicts the fanciful notion that these Balkan Copper Age societies were matriarchal and peace
loving (e.g., Gimbutas 1989; cf. Anthony’s devastating critique 1995).
Additional evidence for social differentiation and craft specialization comes
from the excavation of settlements. A vase, for example, from the Hirsova
settlement contained broken pieces of Spondylus arm rings or bracelets,
which were presumably hoarded to be made into beads, and it is noteworthy that one of the Spondylus bracelets from the “royal” grave 43 at
Varna had been repaired and held together with a gold band, emphasizing the high value accorded to objects fashioned from Spondylus (Lichardus
1988: 91, 106, and 203 cat. 14 [31]). A ﬁreplace or smelting pit (Kupferschmelzgrube) in a house of the VIth building level of the Durankulak settlement was apparently used to produce copper (Todorova 1999: 242–244),
and the architecture of the fortiﬁed Chalcolithic settlement (layers III–
VIII) at Durankulak, which is located on the “Great Island” (ca. 18 ha.)
in a lagoon just opposite its cemetery, includes substantial megaron-like
houses and two-storey buildings, including a “palace” and two “sanctuaries”
(Pernicka et al. 1997: 59; Todorova 2002c: 15). Whether such identiﬁcations
are correct or speculative/premature, references still are to G. Twenty excavated large structures comparable in some features and dimensions to much
later houses and palaces in the Aegean, though nowhere near to the scale, say,
of the public buildings, particularly the temples within sacred precincts, found
in Mesopotamian city-states from the second half of the fourth millennium
on. Indeed, what seems distinctive about the stone buildings uncovered on the
“Great Island” is that they all appear to be well-made, substantial structures;
that is, they are roughly comparable in size and do not as clearly reﬂect the
social differentiation so evident in the burials (cf. Todorova 2002c: 15, abb. 8b).
Nevertheless, the overall picture of the late ﬁfth millennium Chalcolithic
society that developed in the northern Balkans is most impressive. In terms
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of the mortuary remains, there is far greater evidence for social differentiation in the Varna cemetery than that which can be detected, say, in the much
later cemeteries of the Indus Valley civilization or from the late third/early
second-millennium cemetery of Shahdad in eastern Iran, which is associated
with extensive metalworking activities and with a settlement, possibly several
hundred hectares in extent (Hakemi 1997). There are no known large urban
settlements of the Kodzadermen-Gumelnitsa-Karanovo VI Verband (Fig. 2.1).
As we have seen, the gigantic Tripol’ye settlements show little internal social
differentiation and, for that reason, have not been referred to as urban formations or cities. Simple evolutionary categories are difﬁcult to apply. Varna
may represent an individualizing chiefdom on the threshold of becoming a
state-structured society, but it never quite made it. How then does one categorize the Cucuteni-Tripol’ye or the contemporaneous steppe societies, such
as Sredny Stog, Novodanilovka, Khvalynsk, Botai, or the recently identiﬁed
and highlighted Skelya cultures?
Craft specialization is certainly suggested for the Tripol’ye settlements, particularly in the ﬁelds of pottery making, ﬂint knapping (the production, for
example, of bifacial blades sometimes exceeding 20 cm. in length), smithing,
and, possibly, weaving (Videjko 1996: 71–72). The ceramics exhibit a tendency
for a greater standardization of form and a decrease in painted ornamentation,
suggesting an overall speeding-up of production, reﬂective possibly of greater
specialization. As already noted, the Tripol’ye metalworking tradition is local
but strikingly primitive relative to that of the Varna-related sites farther west,
and metalworking is even more limited and primitive farther east on Khvalynsk culture sites in the Volga-Don interﬂuve, where only 330 metal artifacts,
mostly ornaments, have been recovered (Rassamakin 1999: 104). Shell working
and ground-stone working to produce bracelets, perforated axe-hammers, and
the occasional abstract and animal-headed scepters also most likely constituted
separate specialized activities on these eastern sites.
Tripol’ye social structure has to be reconstructed principally from the settlement architecture, whereas those of the steppe and forest-steppe cultures
farther east are reconstructed principally on the basis of differential grave good
assemblages. None of the available evidence allows for the reconstruction of
an elaborate multitiered social hierarchy, such as that postulated for Varna, but
the bimodal distribution of house sizes in the gigantic Tripol’ye settlements
(see above) – as well as the presence of wealthy graves on Skelya culture sites
(Rassamakin 1999), in the Mariupil cemetery on the Sea of Azov (Makarenko
1933), and in the Khvalynsk cemetery near the Volga – suggest some division at least between “elite” and commoner strata. For example, one burial
in the Khvalynsk cemetery contained over 2000 beads, which had originally
been sewn onto clothing, and around 50 round-bottomed pots (Chernykh
1992: 44); the “elite” burials of the Skelya culture to the west are even more
striking.
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Moving farther east beyond the Urals and into northern Kazakhstan and
western Siberia, one enters essentially a strikingly different “Chalcolithic”
world, one largely without metals or beyond the stretch of the CarpathoBalkan Metallurgical Province. The cultures, particularly now the Botai culture (Kislenko and Tatarintseva 1999) of northern Kazakhstan, develop both
out of an earlier local Mesolithic and a “Neolithic” (presence of pottery) base,
with inﬂuences emanating also from the Mesolithic and Neolithic cultures
which have been documented near the Aral Sea and in the Kyzyl Kum desert
(e.g., Kelteminar-related sites). Hunting, gathering, and ﬁshing constitute the
principal productive activities, including, as at Botai, the specialized hunting of
wild horses. Some of these hunting sites were impressively large (up to 15 ha.)
and contained scores of rectangular, circular, and polygonal semisubterranean
houses (158 dwellings in the last level at Botai), attesting to the success of
this specialized adaptation to the open steppe. It is important to note that the
available calibrated radiocarbon dates from Botai and the related site of Krasni
Yar are consistent and date them to the middle of the fourth millennium
BC or, roughly, to the end of the period discussed in this chapter (ibid., 215,
Appendix 4.1); in other words, at the end of the Chalcolithic period, the steppes
east of the Urals were occupied by successful hunters, intimately familiar with
wild horses.
THE COLLAPSE OF THE SOUTHEASTERN EUROPEAN COPPER
AGE – SINGLE- AND MULTICAUSAL EXPLANATIONS FROM
INVADING NOMADS AND ENVIRONMENTAL CRISES TO SHIFTS
IN INTERREGIONAL RELATIONS

Much scholarly ink has been spilled on explaining the end of the Chalcolithic
Kodzadermen-Gumelnitsa-Karanova VI Verband at the end of the ﬁfth millennium and, subsequently, of the breakdown of the Cucuteni-Tripol’ye Culture
into numerous regional post-Tripol’ye variants or groups (cf. Parzinger 1998a:
465; and 1998b). The ﬁnal section of this chapter will brieﬂy consider the various factors that have been proposed to explain this process of “devolution,”
as well as consider the fundamental shift in the procurement of metals that
occurred from the Carpatho-Balkans to the Caucasus, principally, as well as to
the southern Urals, heralding the advent of Chernykh’s Circumpontic Metallurgical Province in the second half of the fourth millennium BC. The two
main competing theories have been to emphasize the destructive effects of a
concerted movement of mounted pastoral nomads from the steppes to the east
(e.g., Lichardus 1988, 1991), on the one hand, or to document major climatic
changes, involving an increasing aridization that proceeded south/southwest
to north/northeast, ﬁrst affecting cultures in Anatolia and the Aegean, then
in the northern Balkans, and ﬁnally in Romania and western Ukraine, on the
other (notably in numerous articles by Todorova, e.g., 1991, 1993, 1995, 1998a,
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1998b, and 2002d). Some have also mentioned the exhaustion of the exploited,
easily accessible copper ores in the Balkans, leading to a search for alternative
sources, including those farther north and northwest into central Europe.
The theory of a movement of mounted nomads from the east relies heavily
on the evidence for Copper Age horse domestication from the Sredny Stog
site of Dereivka (Telegin 1986), particularly the demonstration of bit wear on
the famous “ritual” stallion skull found at the site (Anthony and Brown 1991;
Anthony 1996). The calibrated C14 date taken from this skull has shown it to
date at least 1000 years later in the Bronze Age (Levine 1999: 14, table 2.1),
and there is indisputable evidence now for the mixing of materials from later
levels at the site, leading Levine (1999: 15–19) to refer to the entire evidence
for Copper Age horse domestication at Dereeivka as a myth; other skeptics
(e.g., Häusler 1994; 1995) had come to this conclusion even prior to these
new radiocarbon determinations, dismissing the evidence for a Chalcolithic
horse cult at Dereeivka or at Khvalynsk (cf. the discussion in Chapter 4 on
the highly contentious, still unresolved debate over the origins and process of
horse domestication). As mentioned above, the archaeological evidence cited
to support an east-west movement of peoples, such as the distribution of the
abstract and animal-headed stone scepters, is much more reasonably interpreted
as indicating the existence of a prestige-goods exchange network than such a
migration. If one is going to attribute the collapse of the Varna-related cultures
to an invasion from the east, one also has the problem of circumventing the
giant Tripol’ye-culture sites, which are beginning to develop at the time of the
ﬁrst postulated migration (Videjko 1996: 73). The environmental-crisis model
has the virtue of proceeding in the right direction: the observed sequential
archaeological collapse from the southwest to the northeast corresponds to
different latitudinal zones being affected at different times owing to this progressive onset of more arid conditions and changes in sea level.
Some of the settlements described in this chapter were fortiﬁed, and many,
including all the giant Tripol’ye settlements, show considerable evidence for
burning and for having been destroyed by ﬁre. Such destruction may be due
to natural, as well as human-related, causes, though it is clear that the Copper Age peoples of southeastern European were not averse to ﬁghting among
themselves. Videjko (1996: 74) attributes the emergence of the gigantic settlements with their enclosures to internal competition and ﬁghts (Konkurrenzkamp) among different Tripol’ye groups, an interpretation that also is consistent with the environmental crisis model; times get tough – for whatever
reason – and people get nasty. The direct archaeological evidence for such
conﬂicts, however, is rather limited; the burning of the settlements may have
been directly associated with their sequential abandonment and may have been
conducted for ritualistic purposes, possibly associated with efforts to rejuvenate
the soil. Many parallels to such ritualistic burning of houses are attested in the
archaeological record from related regions – both in earlier periods, as perhaps
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occurred at Çatalhöyük (VII–VIA), and later times, such as possibly on many
seemingly abandoned Kura-Araxes settlements in Transcaucasia.
A strong circumstantial case can be made also for a complementary humaninduced environmental crisis; the construction alone of the giant settlements
would have seriously reduced the forests within the forest-steppe zone in which
they were situated. Similarly, their agricultural economy was extensive, probably involving forest clearance and the periodic shifting of ﬁelds or a form of
swidden cultivation. They kept large herds of cattle and substantial numbers of
pigs, the utilization of which too would have had serious environmental consequences. Although it would be nice to have more direct conﬁrmatory evidence,
the available pollen analyses from the gigantic settlements are consistent with a
pattern of deforestation and an overall reduction in biodiversity (Videjko 1996:
57, 70–71). As will be described later, the ecology of the Eurasian steppes is
very fragile, and even minor climatic changes affect differentially the open
steppes proper from the forest-steppe and forest zones to the north (cf. also
Parzinger 1998a: 459).
Thus, the environmental-crisis model championed by Todorova seems consistent with the archaeological record. She (1995: 89) summarizes this model
as follows:
The brilliant development of the late Eneolithic cultural block was terminated at the end of the ﬁfth millennium and the beginning of the fourth
millennium B.C. by a colossal, global and multi-causal environmental catastrophe: the ﬁnal stage of the climatic optimum, when the mean annual temperatures reached their post-glacial maximum. . . . This was a catastrophic
event. The rising sea levels caused the water table to rise resulting in the
swamping of the plains (i.e., in Thrace and south Muntenia). . . . The ﬁnal
blow to the Eneolithic economy was delivered by prolonged droughts
which deprived the people of their means of existence and forest ﬁres
and erosion put paid to any chance of survival. . . . Sea waters continued
to rise during the ﬁrst half of the fourth millennium B.C., bringing them
above their present level and ﬂooding the land. This phase of sea ingression . . . reached its culmination around 3,500 B.C. . . . These movements
can be seen very clearly along the Bulgarian Black Sea coast. The steppes
dried up, becoming deserts or semi-deserts in the south and spread beyond
their Neolithic boundaries.

One should not apply this model too mechanically. Different regions and
different cultures respond in diverse ways to environmental crises, and there
were other factors at work, such as the opening up of new sources to procure
metals, that must also have played a fundamental role in reconstructing the
world of the Eurasian steppes in the second half of the fourth millennium BC.
What is indisputable is that two major shifts in settlement occurred: ﬁrst, the
abandonment of the Karanova VI Varna-related sites of the northern Balkans at
the end of the ﬁfth millennium and the consequent spread to the northeast and
growth in size of the Cucuteni-Tripol’ye sites, culminating in the emergence of
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the gigantic settlements; and second, the subsequent collapse of these gigantic,
agriculturally based Tripol’ye settlements around the end of the second quarter
of the fourth millennium. If the demographic calculations for the giant sites
that were presented above are at all accurate, tens of thousands of people
were engaged in adopting an even more extensive, more mobile economy,
relying principally on animal husbandry, both cattle-raising and increasingly
the herding of sheep and goats (Masson and Merpert 1982: 237), an economy
which has been characterized as seminomadic.
As Parzinger (1998a: 464–465) notes, the changes in settlement patterns,
burial rites, and basic economy were fundamental, justifying the term postTripol’ye to refer to the new regional groups that emerge at this time. New areas
of the steppe are occupied, such as the Lower Dniester region by the Usatovo
post-Tripol’ye group (cf. Arkheologiya 1985: 224–225), and the house remains
of their settlements, such as at Usatovo-Bolshoi Kuyalnik and at Mayaki, are
so insubstantial to nonexistent that it is reasonable to identify them as seasonal,
possibly summer encampments, despite their size (possibly up to 5 ha. at the
former site) and surrounding ditches (Parzinger 1998a: 466; Chernykh 1992:
93). Such ditches, of course, could have served different purposes: not only
or even primarily for defense, but also for enclosing and securing their herds.
In any case, the change from the time of the giant agricultural settlements is
striking, and clearly what is being recorded is a shift from a more sedentary
to a more mobile way of life, or, if you will, groups that are predominantly
cultivators are transforming themselves to become groups that are principally
herders.
If agriculture provides the basis for a more advanced form of society, whereas
livestock herding signiﬁes less advanced society, then the term “devolution”
seems appropriate to describe the process of change on the western Eurasian
steppes from Chalcolithic to Bronze Age times. But this assumption itself is
problematic, based on preconceived criteria for ranking societies. The term
“devolution” must be employed circumspectly and is thus here placed in
quotes. Our categories of analyses – whether they are strictly archaeological, like an archaeological culture, or partly ethnographically derived, such as
pastoral nomadism – should not be conceived as ﬁxed and immutable. The
same people or culture can adopt a new economy and change dramatically its
way of life in a short period of time, even within the lifetime of individuals
within it, as numerous ethnographic studies have shown (e.g., Barth 1964;
Beck 1986). Agriculturalists may become pastoralists, and, as we will see later
when we consider the Late Bronze Age evidence from Central Asia, livestock
herders may become agriculturalists, adopting certain features of the material
culture of their agricultural neighbors. Both agriculturalists and herders may
practice metallurgy or an entire range of different crafts. The categories we
employ must reﬂect this basic ﬂuidity or interchangeability.
A major shift in intercultural relations also begins around the middle of the
fourth millennium BC or slightly earlier and greatly affects these changes in the
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North Pontic and East Eurasian steppes. The advent of the well-known Early
Bronze cultures of the Caucasus – the Maikop and later Novosvobodnaya cultures of the northern Caucasus and the Kura-Araxes (or Early Transcaucasian)
“cultural community” of the southern Caucasus, eastern Anatolia, and northwestern Iran – marks a radical change in the production and exchange of metals
throughout the entire interconnected area. Arsenical copper/bronzes, most of
which originate in the Caucasus, replace the copper artifacts, which had been
procured originally from the Balkans. Chernykh’s Circumpontic Metallurgical Province emerges to replace the no-longer functioning Carpatho-Balkan
Metallurgical Province (cf. the discussion on the use of the term arsenical
copper/bronzes in Chapter 4). Its emergence and the advent of these Early
Bronze Caucasian cultures must somehow be related also to roughly simultaneous developments occurring farther south that involve the greater integration of northern Mesopotamia, including the Upper Euphrates drainage on
the Anatolian plateau, into a larger Mesopotamian world, involving ultimately
the movement of colonists and traders from southern Mesopotamia, or what
now is referred to in the literature as the Uruk expansion (e.g., Algaze 1993;
Stein et al. 1996; Paléorient 1999; and Avilova, Antipina, and Teneishvili 1999).
Our interpretative narrative history continues by tracing Early and Middle
Bronze developments in the Caucasus and the role they played in the establishment of intercultural patterns of exchange throughout the even more extensive
Circumpontic Metallurgical Province (CMP).
BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH
E. N. CHERNYKH

Photo 2.1. E. N. Chernykh leans against his ﬁeld
vehicle and relaxes brieﬂy after a trip across the
steppes.
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Photo 2.2. E. N. Chernykh discusses his Kargaly
project at the Kartamysh ﬁeld seminar in eastern
Ukraine, summer 2003.

The seventieth birthday of E. N. Chernykh, Deputy Head Editor of Rossiskaya
Arkheologiya and Director of the Laboratory of Natural Scientiﬁc Methods of
the Institute of Archaeology, Russian Academy of Sciences, was celebrated in
Moscow on December 11, 2005 (Kuz’minykh 2005). Chernykh has worked at
the Institute of Archaeology since completing his degree in the Faculty of History at Moscow State University in 1958. As an undergraduate, he principally
studied Palaeolithic archaeology under the direction of O. N. Bader and was
one of the ﬁrst to conduct reconnaissance investigations of the well-known
Palaeolithic site of Sungir’. His initial investigations were extensive, covering
different periods and areas, and included ﬁeldwork along the Kama River in
central Russia, in the Baikal region of eastern Siberia, and in the Kuban region
of the northwestern Caucasus.
His studies fundamentally changed in 1960 when he had the opportunity to
work under B. A. Kolchin to establish the ﬁrst natural scientiﬁc archaeological laboratory in Moscow. Lacking the necessary training and experience to
establish such a laboratory, Chernykh completed his second university degree
at the Moscow Institute of Steel and Alloys in 1962 and worked at a series of
academic laboratories and technical institutes in Moscow, familiarizing himself
with the earlier studies of the Spectral Chemical Laboratory of the Leningrad
Branch of the Institute of Archaeology and with the works of various groups of
foreign scientists. From its very inception, Chernykh established this laboratory
to specialize in historical metallurgical investigations. For the next three years
he chemically analyzed the compositions of copper and bronze samples that
he had collected from Chalcolithic and Bronze Ages sites throughout eastern
Europe. This work resulted in the completion of his candidate’s (ﬁrst PhD)
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degree in 1963, which was subsequently published as Istoriya Metallurgii Vostochnoi Evropy (1966). He then collected Late Bronze Age samples from eastern
Ukraine, the Caucasus, and the Urals, the analyses of which formed the basis
of his doctoral (second PhD) dissertation, which he completed at the age of 37
in 1972: Drevneishaya Metallurgiya Ural i Povolzh’ya. In 1969 Chernykh joined
the collaborative Soviet-Bulgarian expedition at Ezero, began to collect metal
samples from that site and other Chalcolithic sites in Bulgaria, and initiated the
investigations at the copper mining site of Ai Bunar, ﬁrst demonstrating that
copper from the Balkans was distributed as far east as the Volga basin during
Chalcolithic times.
Since then Chernykh has published more than 250 scientiﬁc articles and
monographs of signiﬁcant empirical and theoretical interest, including in
English Ancient Metallurgy in the USSR: The Early Metal Age (1992), a synthetic work that is extensively cited throughout our study. His ﬁeldwork has
continued unabated, including investigations in the Caucasus, Central Asia,
Mongolia, and, most signiﬁcantly since 1989, at the huge copper mining complex of Kargaly near Orenburg, an ongoing project that has already resulted in
numerous articles and monographs, many of which are referred to here and
listed in the bibliography. This work is forcing us to reevaluate the scale and
nature of metallurgical production in Eurasia, particularly during Late Bronze
times.
His colleague S. V. Kuz’minykh (2005) succinctly summarized his immense
contribution to the ﬁeld:
It would be difﬁcult to imagine the history of Russian archaeology in the
second half of the 20th century up to the present without [the works of ]
E. N. Chernykh. . . . He reacts to his accomplishments with self-effacing
humor, one of his most attractive traits. Although he values his ideas and
works, he lives for the present and future, striving to attain the limits of
the unknown, yet knowing full well that in such attempts, there is no
beginning, nor end.
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chapte r 3
THE CAUCASUS – DONOR AND RECIPIENT
OF MATER IALS, TECHNOLOG IES, AND
PEOPLES TO AND FROM THE ANCIENT
NEAR EAST

Issledovateli arkhaichnogo obmena na dalekie rasstoyaniya neodnokratno
obrashchali vnimanie na to, shto ego ob’ektami vystupali ne predmety
pervoi neobkhodimosti, a roskoshnye i prestizhnye veshchi. Stremlenie
obladat’ imi sluzhilo intensiﬁkatsii proizvodstva, polucheniyu vse bol’shikh
izlishkov. . . . Hesomnenno, obmen okazyval bol’shoe vliyanie na obshchestvo gortsev, stimuliruya dobychu i pervichnuyu obrabotku metallov, shto
trebovalo organizatsii proizvostva i neminuemo velo k uslozhneniyu sotsial’noi strukturi
[Investigators of long-distance exchange frequently have observed that the
objects exchanged were not in the ﬁrst instance necessities, but luxuries and
prestige items. The desire to obtain them led to the intensiﬁcation of production and the acquisition of large surpluses. . . . Undoubtedly, exchange
exerted great inﬂuence on the society of the mountain peoples, and stimulated the extraction and initial working of metals, tasks that demanded
an organization of production and inevitably led to a more complex social
structure].
(Avilova, Antonova, and Teneishvili 1999: 61, 64)

The Copper Age of the Caucasus – or, more precisely, the immediately preMaikop and pre-Kura-Araxes horizons of the northern and southern Caucasus, respectively – appears remarkably impoverished relative to the spectacular
Chalcolithic developments considered in the previous chapter. Nothing comparable to the Cucuteni-Tripol’ye complexes exists in the Caucasus during the
sixth through the ﬁrst half of the fourth millennium BC; even more striking
is the underdevelopment of the northern Caucasus before the emergence of
the famous Maikop culture, which most specialists (Munchaev 1994: 169–170)
now date as beginning at least towards the second half of the fourth millennium, if not somewhat earlier (Trifonov 1996, 2001; Lyonnet 2000, n.d.c.;
Chernykh and Orlovskaya 2004a; cf. later discussion).
Such underdevelopment in Chalcolithic times, of course, contrasts sharply
with what occurs during the Early Bronze Age when the Caucasus becomes
57
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one of the main suppliers of arsenical copper/bronzes to the peoples of the
steppes, particularly to the Pit and Catacomb Grave cultural communities. As
Chernykh (1992: 159–162) has argued, the northern Caucasus from Maikop
times through the Middle Bronze period may have functioned as the critical
intermediary for receiving metals that originated in Transcaucasia and for producing and shipping bronze artifacts to the steppes. Clearly a major shift in
interregional relations occurred initially sometime during probably the second
quarter to middle of the fourth millennium BC, a shift that brought the Caucasus onto the main stage of developments encompassing both the steppes to
the north and the mixed agricultural/herding and settled agricultural regions
of the Ancient Near East to the south.
Specialists differ in their assessments of which regions contributed to the
formation of the Maikop culture, some emphasizing its steppe (Nechitailo
1991) or Central European (Rezepkin 1991; 2000: 31) components, the latter
via links with the tradition of megalithic constructions, and others (Andreeva
1977; Trifonov 1987) its links with northern Mesopotamia. In a recent reappraisal and comparison of the so-called royal tomb at Arslantepe with the
Novosvobodnaya-phase Maikop burials, Trifonov (2004) even argues for an
eastern Anatolian Chalcolithic origin for the Novosvobodnaya megalithic
tombs, such as documented at Korucutepe. Thus, if Trifonov is correct and if
the calibrated radiocarbon dates securely place Maikop chronologically prior to
the emergence of the Pit-Grave (Yamnaya) horizon, then, somewhat counterintuitively, the origins of raising large barrows or kurgans above the broad, ﬂat
expanse of the steppes may not have been indigenous to the steppes, but may
have derived from eastern Anatolia or the northern periphery of the greater
Ancient Near East. It is also well established that Mesopotamian elements,
such as Halaﬁan pottery, have occasionally been found on Chalcolithic sites,
such as at Kyul-tepe I in Nakhicevan (Fig. 3.7), in the southern Caucasus,
ﬁnds that push back some form of contact between the Caucasus and northern
Mesopotamia at least into the ﬁfth millennium BC.
The redating of the well-established Caucasian Early Bronze horizons, both
the Maikop and Kura-Araxes formations, which are based now not only on
typological considerations, but also on calibrated radiocarbon determinations
(for Maikop see Rassamakin 1999: 163–164; Chernykh et al. 2000: 74–75; and
Trifonov 2001: 76–77; for Transcaucasia cf. Kavtaradze 1983, 1999 and the
partial uncalibrated list of Kushnareva 1997: 52; also Chernykh and Orlovskaya
2004a), suggest that Maikop began to emerge towards possibly the second quarter of the fourth millennium and the Kura-Araxes cultural formation slightly
later, towards the middle to third quarter of the fourth millennium, or, perhaps
not coincidentally, at roughly the same time that the so-called Uruk colonies
have been documented in Anatolia on the middle to upper reaches of the
Euphrates (cf. Rothman 2001).
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Figure 3.1. Caucasus and adjacent regions, showing approximate locations of selected
archaeological sites.

The calibrated high dating for the beginnings of the Maikop culture also
demonstrates that this culture/cultural community predates the formation of
the Yamnaya (or Pit Grave) cultural community and possibly suggests that it was
somehow formative in the development of Early Bronze kurgan-building cultures on the steppes (Chernykh and Orlovskaya 2004a: 97; cf. also the internal
stratigraphy and C14 dates of Maikop, Pit Grave and Catacomb Grave burials in
the recently excavated Ipatovo kurgan, about 120 km. northeast of Stavropol;
Belinskij et al. 2000). Although relatively uncommon, earlier Chalcolithic kurgans on the steppes and in the southern Caucasus (cf. below) have occasionally
been excavated, and some of these, particularly north in the Lower Don and, to
a lesser extent, northeast in the Lower Volga regions, show clear evidence for
contact with the Maikop-Novosvobodnaya cultural community (Rassamakin
2002: 56–60; Figs. 3.2 and 3.3). If the Novosvobodnaya component or phase
of the Maikop cultural community is historically/genetically antecedent at all
to the later megalithic dolmen constructions found near the Black Sea coast
south of Novorossiisk, then it would suggest a chronological extension in some
transformed variant of the Maikop/Novosvobodnaya community at least into
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Figure 3.2. “Steppe Maikop-type” burials (adapted from Rassamakin 2002: 58, ﬁg.
4.5).
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Figure 3.3. (a) Konstantinovka burials and artifacts with Maikop/Novosvobodnaya
cultural community parallels (adapted from Rassamakin 2002: 59, ﬁg. 4.6); (b) perforated stone “beaks” (1–4) from Chegem I and II, northern Caucasus; 5–6 perforated
stone “beaks” and 7 cylinder seal from Sarazm, Tadjikistan (adapted from Lyonnet
2000: 320, ﬁg. 8).

the early third millennium BC. The Black Sea coast dolmens continue to be
built much later, at least into the second half of the second millennium BC
(Markovin and Munchaev 2003: 101–102).
This chapter begins by brieﬂy considering the physical and environmental
characteristics of the Caucasus and reviewing earlier Chalcolithic developments
in the southern and northern Caucasus. It then presents in greater detail features
of the Maikop and related Novosvobodnaya cultures of the northern Caucasus
and the intriguing Kura-Araxes or Early Transcaucasian cultural community of
the southern Caucasus and focuses on the metal-rich, syncretic Early Bronze
Age site of Velikent, which is located on the Caspian littoral plain, the only natural corridor linking the Eurasian steppes to areas south of the Great Caucasus
range.
It presents evidence for movements of peoples into and out of the Caucasus,
discussing the well-known spread of Kura-Araxes related settlements to the
southwest ultimately to Syria-Palestine and south into west-central Iran, and
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the likely movement of peoples with oxen-driven carts from the steppes into the
southern Caucasus beginning on a substantial scale possibly towards the middle
of the third millennium BC. The material remains found in the monumental
kurgans in Transcaucasia during the late Early and Middle Bronze periods are
brieﬂy described, and the settlement pattern of this time is contrasted with what
has been documented for the immediately preceding and succeeding periods.
The exchange, particularly of metals, and contacts with the Early and Middle
Bronze Age cultures of the Eurasian steppes are discussed, and the refractory
epistemological problem of detecting the movements of peoples on the basis
of archaeological evidence is considered.
The chapter concludes with a summary characterization of the reemergence
of settlements in Transcaucasia in the second half of the second millennium BC
and the massive production of dominantly tin-bronzes for internal consumption that characterizes Caucasian metallurgy at least into the ﬁrst millennium
BC. Our analysis of the Caucasus materials extends somewhat beyond the
lower chronological boundary of our study and violates, in a sense, its basic
principle of presenting the materials historically or in correct temporal order.
Such an extension is necessary to complete our review of the extremely rich
and highly speciﬁc late prehistoric record of the Caucasus.
THE CAUCASUS – PHYSICAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL
FEATURES AND A CONSIDERATION OF EARLIER
CHALCOLITHIC DEVELOPMENTS

The Caucasus Mountains form a sharp geographic boundary between the
Eurasian steppes to the north and the highland plateaus of Anatolia and Iran
to the south (Fig. 3.4). The physical border created by the Caucasus is much
sharper than that which divides the steppes and deserts of Central Asia from
northern Afghanistan and northeastern Iran on the eastern side of the Caspian
Sea. There the Kopet Dagh and Hindu Kush ranges also separate highland
areas to the south from the ﬂat Kyzyl Kum and Kara Kum deserts with their
systems of internal drainage to the north, but the borders formed by these
mountains are more easily traversed by following upstream rivers, such as the
Tedjen then Kashaf Rud or the Murghab into, respectively, northeastern Iran or
northwestern Afghanistan. Alternatively, one can move west-southwest onto
the extensive Misrian plain, which extends along the southeastern shore of
the Caspian (or today’s southwestern Turkmenistan), or cross the Kopet Dagh
via the Darreh Gaz plain and continue south into the upper Atrek valley, the
river of which ﬂows west towards the northern Gorgan plain of northeastern Iran. All these areas were densely occupied during late prehistoric times
(cf. Chap. 5, pp. XX – and Figs. 5.0, 5.1, and 5.2).
The Central Asian deserts, in other words, effectively extend the range of
transition between the steppes and the highlands and ﬁnd no real parallel on
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Figure 3.4. The Caucasus and adjacent regions: physical features (adapted from
Kohlmeyer and Saherwala 1984: 9, abb. 2).

the western side of the Caspian, though in this latter area the dry Nogai
and Kalmyk steppes also merge with each other and extend north around
the Caspian. Paradoxically, the Central Asian deserts functioned as a more
effective cultural barrier until later in the second half of the third millennium,
when the pastoralists and agriculturalists of Central Asia were able to traverse
the extensive arid expanses by developing more mobile economies, presumably
with the help of horses and Bactrian camels (cf. Frontispiece and discussion at
the beginning of Chapter 5).
Therefore, from a strictly geographical perspective, it is not surprising that
contacts between the western Eurasian steppes and the ancient Near East developed earlier on the western side of the Caspian because the steppes and the
Caucasus mountains, particularly in the northwest along the Kuban basin, were
directly contiguous with one another, not separated by waterless deserts. Here
the only problem more mobile pastoralists confronted was how to get around
or over the mountains. One can visualize this important physical distinction
between steppe and sown on either side of the Caspian as like a wedge opening west to east in which the northwest Caucasus mountains practically touch
the Crimean and east Ukrainian steppes, whereas the oasis irrigation agricultural settlements of southern Central Asia are physically removed from the vast
steppes of southern Russia and northern Kazakhstan by the formidable Kyzyl
Kum and Kara Kum deserts.
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In other words, the transitional zone separating the steppes from the piedmont and into the high Caucasus with their unbroken wall of perennially
snow-capped peaks is much narrower. As soon as one travels north of
Makhachkala, the capital of Daghestan, the steppes simply open up to the
north and west. The small mountains that surround Pyatigorsk form a restricted
enclave famous for their salubrious mineral waters, but the massive peaks of the
Caucasus looming immediately to their south dwarf them. The ﬂat plains north
of the Caucasus, such as those forming Krasnodar and Stavropol’ provinces,
are today intensively cultivated and constitute some of Russia’s richest and
most productive agricultural land. Their use during Bronze Age times was
totally different, when more extensive and more mobile economies exploited
them. Farther west the heavily wooded slopes of the northwestern Caucasus descend almost directly into the Black Sea, creating strikingly beautiful landscapes and today a potentially lucrative tourist area extending from
Novorossiisk in the north through Abkhazia into western Georgia in the
south.
The Caucasus contain extremely diverse environments, particularly marked
by altitudinal differences, ranging from the perennial glaciers to countless steep
and well-protected mountain valleys, to open volcanic highland plateaus, to
broader plains, and even to subtropical depressions such as the Colchidean
plain of western Georgia. Such environmental diversity explains, to a certain
extent, the incredible ethnic and linguistic diversity for which the Caucasus is
renowned; this human cultural diversity, however, is foremost the product of
a long history of movements into the Caucasus of peoples who then zealously
defended the separate valleys and environmental zones that they had entered
and occupied.
The Caucasus region, in general, consists of the isthmus between the Black
and Caspian Seas that is cut by the Great Caucasus range. The mountains
extend roughly 1200 km. northwest to southeast, encompassing a total area of
about 440,000 sq. km. The region can be subdivided into ﬁve basic zones (for
more detail, cf. Motzenbäcker 1996: 13–20):
1. the pre- or Cis-Caucasian northern plain bounded by the Kuma and
Manych Rivers;
2. the Great Caucasus Mountains themselves, the highest peaks of which
extend in the central part of the range between the Elbrus (5633 m.
above sea level) and the Kazbek (5047 m.) mountains and include an
additional four peaks over 5000 m. and none under 4000 m.;
3. the southern or Transcaucasian river basins consisting principally of the
Rioni River and its tributaries that ﬂow through the Colchidean depression into the Black Sea, and the basin of the Kura River that originates in
northeastern Anatolia and ﬂows through central Georgia (Shida Kartli),
being joined in its lowermost course before debouching into the Caspian
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by the Araxes River, which originates even farther west in Anatolia near
the headwaters of the Upper Euphrates; in its middle course the Araxes
has demarcated the political border with Iran and Turkey since the early
nineteenth century;
4. the so-called Smaller Caucasus ranges, which also contain peaks exceeding 4000 m. in height, such as Mt. Aragats in western Armenia; the
Smaller Caucasus consist of several ranges, some of which run perpendicular to each other (e.g., the Trialeti and Djavakheti ranges in southern
Georgia);
5. the volcanic, obsidian-rich Armenian highland or plateau that extends
imperceptibly into eastern Anatolia or today’s eastern Turkey to the
south.
Relatively broad valleys and plains are found in central and eastern Georgia
(Kakheti), and the broad Ararat plain (ranging between about 800 and 1200 m.
above sea level) of southern Armenia and the Nakhichevan province of
Azerbaijan extends along the middle course of the Araxes River and represents a particularly productive subregion that today is as intensively cultivated
as it was in the prehistoric past.
Forests, consisting of an oak and juniper canopy, may have largely covered
southern Georgia, including the Tsalka plateau, from Neolithic through Middle Bronze times, ca. 1500 BC (Connor et al. 2004). This thick forest cover
may affect our interpretation of later prehistoric sites. Thus, the Tsalka plateau
today consists of open grassy terrain, and the large kurgans dotting it, which
are occasionally connected with one another via impressive stone causeways
(cf. Fig. 3.27), are strikingly visible. Such might not have been the case when
they were built. Similarly, geomorphological factors, which are still imperfectly understood, must also be considered in evaluating the distribution of
later prehistoric sites. Much of the Central Caucasus has experienced considerable alluviation that has buried sites, particularly small one-period sites,
sometimes beneath more than two meters of alluvial sediments and small river
pebbles. This phenomenon obviously also affects our understanding of Bronze
Age settlement patterns.
The only unimpeded route from the steppes to the south is to circumvent
the Great Caucasus on their eastern side by following the Caspian littoral plain
from the Nogai steppes, and Herodotus says that it was by this route that the
Cimmerians and Scythians moved into the Ancient Near East beginning in
the ﬁrst half of the ﬁrst millennium BC, thereby setting a pattern for numerous
mounted nomadic incursions that continued into the ﬁrst half of the second
millennium AD. In other words, this so-called Caspian corridor forms the only
natural unbroken route linking the south Russian steppes to the north with
Transcaucasia and the eastern Anatolian and northwest Iranian plateaus to the
south (Fig. 3.5).
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Figure 3.5. General Map of the Caucasus, showing the Caspian corridor and the
Bronze Age site of Velikent (adapted from Kohl, Gadzhiev, and Magomedov 2002:
114, ﬁg. 7.1).

The corridor consists actually of a series of plains or bays successively interrupted by rivers and streams ﬂowing down from the mountains and by the
mountains themselves extending eastwards to “pinch” the plain at several critical points, the narrowest being at the town of Derbent (or literally “closed
door”), where the Sasanian ruler Khosrow I in the early sixth century AD
erected a fortress and a long fortiﬁcation wall, which stretches about 45 km.
along the ridge of mountains directly west of the town, attempting unsuccessfully to stop the periodic nomadic invasions off the steppes to the north
(Fig. 3.6). This wall was only one of a series of long parallel walls constructed by
the Sasanians to defend their realm against nomadic incursions from the north;
remnant lines of the southernmost walls are found north of Baku in eastern
Azerbaijan at Beshmarak and then along the Ghilghilchay River, extending
into the high mountains (Aliev et al. n.d.).
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There are also several passes through the Great Caucasus, the most famous
being the Darial (“door of the Alans”) or Cross Pass (2388 m. high and,
signiﬁcantly, open year-round) that
connects the Upper Aragvi valley with
the Upper Terek River that originates
to the north off Mt. Kazbek along
what is known today as the Georgian
Military Highway running between
Vladikavkaz (formerly Ordjonikidze)
and Tbilisi. Most of these passes are
only seasonally accessible from late
spring to early fall, and all are narrow and easily defended by mountain
tribes, such as historically the Khevsurs
and Svans of mountainous Georgia.
Finally, it must be mentioned that
both the Great and Small Caucasus ranges contain numerous mineral
deposits. Chernykh (1992: 60) refers to
more than 400 deposits and ore bodies
of copper, arsenic, antimony, and gold,
though characteristically most of the
copper deposits are composed of sulphidic minerals with weakly developed
oxidized zones; many of these presumably would have been exploited only
from the Late Bronze period onwards
when people were able to extract and
smelt them. Their modern exploita- Figure 3.6. The Caspian plain north of Derbent
(adapted from Kohl, Gadzhiev, and Magomedov
tion has destroyed many of the traces 2002: 115, ﬁg. 7.2)
of ancient mining activities, though
ancient slag heaps and mines have been discovered, particularly in the Zangezur
region of southeastern Armenia (Gevorkyan 1980) and in the western and
central Great Caucasus (Tschartolani 2001; Maisuradze and Gobedschischwili
2001). Much archaeometallurgical research still needs to be done, particularly in the metal-rich eastern Caucasus Mountains of northern Azerbaijan,
Daghestan, and Chechnya.
The best documented food-producing Late Neolithic to Early Chalcolithic horizon in the Caucasus is known as the Shulaveri-Shomu complex and
dates principally to the sixth millennium BC (Kiguradze 1986: 112; Kavtaradze
1999: 70–71; Narimanov 1987), exhibiting clear relations with the Umm
Dabaghiyeh-Tell Sotto and Hassuna cultures of northern Mesopotamia. The
internal development of the Shulaveri-Shomu complex has been traced over
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several centuries for the sites found along the Khramis tributary of the Kura
River in Kvemo Kartli south of Tbilisi by Kiguradze (1986) and in the neighboring region of western Azerbaijan by Narimanov (1987; cf. also Chataigner
1995). This cultural horizon clearly predates considerably our period of interest
and will not be reviewed in detail here.
Some features, however, are interesting for they shed light on later Chalcolithic and Early Bronze developments in Transcaucasia. The sites group together
in clusters of tells or tepes of the Ancient Near Eastern type composed of
successive building levels formed by the decomposition of their distinctive
interconnected circular mud-brick architecture forming cultural deposits that
sometimes exceed 10 m. in depth (Kushnareva 1997: 21). They are located in
a well-watered district of south-central Transcaucasia but are totally isolated or
set off from any other known contemporary food-producing cultures, except
possibly for some Late Neolithic/Early Chalcolithic settlements on the Ararat
plain of southern Armenia (ibid., 33; cf. also now the ongoing ArmenianFrench excavations at Aratashen [Lombard 2003; Badalyan et al. 2004]). For
example, the earliest food-producing remains found on the contiguous high
Djavakheti plateau to the west or on the Shirak plain of Armenia to the southwest relate to the much later Kura-Araxes cultural community that begins
roughly in the middle of the fourth millennium BC.
There is a clear disjunction between the Shulaveri-Shomu remains and those
of the Kura-Araxes culture; the later dwellings of the latter in these mountainous
areas are typically made of stone, not mud-brick, and, correspondingly, do
not form classic Near Eastern-like tells. It can be argued, in other words, that
the Shulaveri-Shomu horizon represents something intrusive in Transcaucasia,
presumably from southeastern Anatolia and northern Mesopotamia, consisting
of small colonies of early food-producers who lived in this area for several
centuries before returning (?) to their southern homelands and/or possibly
assimilating with the local highlanders and disappearing from the archaeological
record.
Later Chalcolithic horizons in Transcaucasia, which now occupy different
areas, such as the Ararat plain (Tekhut, Aratashen), central Georgia (Sioni),
Nakhicevan (Kyul Tepe I), the Mughan steppe (Alikemek tepesi) and the
Karabakh steppe (Chalagan-depe, Leila-depe), also exhibit parallels with cultures documented farther south; a few Halaﬁan ceramics were recovered from
Kyul Tepe I (Abibullaev 1982: 292, table XII; Fig. 3.7), and ceramic parallels with northern Mesopotamia have been observed for the remains from
Tekhut and from Leila-depe, where the excavator I.G. Narimanov (1985:
271–272), who had also dug at the site of Yarim Tepe III in northern Iraq,
believed that Leila-depe, located on the Karabakh steppe, had been founded
by Ubaid “tribes” that had moved into the area from the south. His interpretation was based on very speciﬁc ceramic parallels with late Ubaid ceramics
from Yarim Tepe III (Aliev and Narimanov 2001: 48–53). Later examination
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Figure 3.7. Painted Halaf vessel from Kyul Tepe I,
Nakhicevan (photo by G. Guseinzade, Baku).

of these materials by B. Lyonnet (n.d.c.; personal communication) suggests that
the parallels are better made with Early and Middle Uruk ceramics, making
these sites contemporary with the earliest materials from Berikldeebi in Shida
Kartli (Central Georgia) and early Maikop remains from the northwestern
Caucasus.
Leila-depe also revealed evidence in the form of slag fragments, metal drops,
a possible ingot, and a relatively high concentration of copper artifacts for local
metalworking (Aliev and Narimanov 2001: 70–73, table XXXVIII; Kiguradze
2001: 50–51). With the exception of Leila-depe, however, metal artifacts are
remarkably scarce during the so-called Chalcolithic period of Transcaucasia, a
relative paucity that leads Akhundov (2004: 425, 432) to question the standard
terminology and even the validity of the concept of a Copper Age for the
southern Caucasus. This picture changes radically during the subsequent KuraAraxes Early Bronze period.
The painted pottery from Alikemek tepesi shows clear parallels with Dalmarelated wares from northwestern Iran (Masson and Merpert 1982: 120–121),
and this site in southeastern Azerbaijan is also interesting for its rich collection
of bone tools, including horse bones, which constituted 7.5% of the identiﬁed faunal assemblage. The claim (ibid., 135) that the horse bones, coming
apparently from both small and large types of horses, demonstrates that horses
were domesticated here is questionable, though their recovery must indicate
minimally that the distribution of wild horses extended at least as far south
as the border with northwestern Iran and probably into northern Iran as well
(cf. Mashkour 2003: 133). There is no artifactual evidence at all that the horses
were ridden.
Most of these Chalcolithic Transcaucasian sites also reveal a basic disjunction
with the Kura-Araxes remains. Typically, there is a recognizable break in the
stratigraphic sequence, as at Kyul Tepe I, between the Chalcolithic and KuraAraxes levels, or there is a shift/abandonment of settlements from one period
to the other, as on the sites near Agdam on the Karabakh steppe. Kushnareva’s
recent review of the Kura-Araxes culture emphasizes the continuities between
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these Late Chalcolithic Transcaucasian cultures and the early stages of the KuraAraxes culture. She believes the latter dispersed initially from the “ﬂatlands of
the southern Caucasus” but admits that the problem of locating the “homeland” of the Kura-Araxes cultural community remains unresolved (1997: 49).
Currently available (i.e., published) evidence does not allow one to determine the origin/homeland (assuming there was only one) of the Kura-Araxes
culture. Ceramics from the site of Ovchular-tepesi in Nakhicevan exhibit features that may be considered “transitional” typologically between the Late
Chalcolithic and Kura-Araxes forms, but their stratigraphic relationship is
unclear, and the site needs to be reexamined and published. Farther north
in Shida Kartli, the site of Berkikldeebi has been meticulously excavated by L.
I. Glonti and A. I. Dzhavakhishvili (1987) and does contain a sequence that
extends from pre- to post-Kura Araxes, or what are termed Bedeni and even
later Bronze Age remains; its deposit, however, is shallow and badly pitted.
It alone cannot solve the problem of the seemingly sudden and quite massive
emergence of Kura-Araxes settlements throughout Transcaucasia, the northeastern Caucasus, and parts of eastern Anatolia beginning towards the middle
of the fourth millennium BC (cf. discussion that follows).
The claim for a broadly uniform Sioni horizon immediately preceding the
beginnings of the Kura-Araxes culture and directly ancestral to the culture as a
whole (cf. Kiguradze 2000) covers only part of the broad area over which the
subsequent Kura-Araxes settlements are distributed. Lyonnet (n.d.c.) emends
this interpretation somewhat and, based principally on a detailed analysis of
ceramic parallels, relates the emergence of this Late Chalcolithic Sioni horizon
from Transcaucasia and the initially pre-Maikop fortiﬁed Meshoko settlements
found in the northern Caucasus with an intrusion of northern Mesopotamian
cultural elements or peoples (?), predating the subsequent well-known southern
Mesopotamian Uruk expansion. In other words,
Le phénomène que l’on observe dans les régions du Caucase . . . est très
proche de celui qui se manifeste sur d’autres sites d’Anatolie orientale, comme Haçinebi au cours des phases A et B1. Il est clair qu’il
précède l’intrusion urukéene sud-mésopotamienne de plusieurs centaines
d’années. . . . Il est néanmoins clair que le phénomène entrevu ici ne
représente qu’un maillon supplémentaire de celui déjà connu en Anatolie
orientale.

She believes that this pre-Uruk northern Mesopotamian intrusion into the
Caucasus may have been related ultimately to advances in metallurgy
qui se serait développée dès las ﬁn du 5eme millénaire dans le Caucase, très
probablement sous l’inﬂuence principale du foyer des Balkans-Carpathes.

This latter opinion may be correct, but it is hard to conﬁrm given the minimal
occurrence of copper artifacts in both the northern and southern Caucasus
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prior to the emergence of the Maikop “cultural-historical community” and
the minimal evidence in general for the participation of Caucasian Chalcolithic
cultures in the Carpatho-Balkan Metallurgical Province (CBMP) to the north.
The more important original stimulus for metallurgy in the Caucasus may
have come ultimately from earlier Chalcolithic developments in Iran that also
inﬂuenced the metallurgical practices of Ubaid peoples in both northern and
southern Mesopotamia (Pigott 1999; Avilova 2005: 27–28).
Other evidence for the initial emergence of food-producing economies
and subsequent developments during Chalcolithic times can be traced independently for western Georgia and for the mountains of Daghestan in the
northeastern Caucasus (Kushnareva 1997: 10–21). The latter are particularly
interesting for here reexcavations at the site of Chokh (Amirkhanov 1987)
deﬁned a sequence extending from the Mesolithic to the Neolithic, which
probably represents an essentially independent evolutionary trajectory culminating in food-production. Excavations of later Chalcolithic sites, such as the
settlement of Ginchi (Gadzhiev 1991: 61–78), continued this process of development and adaptation (including the beginnings of terraced agriculture?) to
mountainous terrain. Ginchi’s bone- and stone-working and ceramic traditions
clearly constituted one of the formative components to the distinctive hybrid
Early Bronze Kura-Araxes-related culture at Velikent that was established on
the Caspian plain by the middle of the fourth millennium BC, though it
is also possible that the Chalcolithic Ginchi settlement essentially overlapped
chronologically with the initial settlement at Velikent on the Caspian plain
which began around the middle of the fourth millennium.
Chalcolithic remains in the Northwest and North-Central Caucasus are
not well documented despite some recent investigations, particularly at the
site of Svobodnoe (Nekhaev 1990). The excavator of the Svobodnoe settlement, A. A. Nekhaev (1992: 83), emphasizes its connection with the steppes
to the northwest, even suggesting that it may have formed as a result of a
movement of peoples from the steppes into the northwestern Caucasus. Rassamakin (1999: 108), however, explains the similarities differently, observing
that materials from this site, such as its characteristic serpentine bracelets, can
be paralleled with materials found on the steppes to the northwest and argues
that the northwestern Caucasus in the late ﬁfth millennium was involved
also in the prestige exchange network linked with the newly deﬁned Skelya
culture.
Possibly, but, if so, the connection was rather tenuous, and they were only
marginally, if at all, caught up in the Carpatho-Balkan Metallurgical Province,
which, as we have seen, stretched from the Balkans to the Volga. A single copper
artifact, presumably of Balkans origin (Rassamakin 1999:108), is reported from
Svobodnoe, and only one small copper fragment was found in the Nal’chik
cemetery, despite the excavation of more than 100 burials (Masson and Merpert
1982: 130). Most of the graves lack funerary goods altogether, and those (e.g.,
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graves 86 and 41) with a more substantial burial inventory, including the stone
bracelets, contain principally objects most reasonably interpreted as local in
origin, such as perforated pendants made from the teeth of wild animals. The
social differentiation evident in this Chalcolithic cemetery is certainly far less
than that described for the Balkan cultures of “Old Europe” reviewed in the
previous chapter.
What is most striking and contrastive with what immediately follows in
Maikop times is the extreme paucity, indeed almost complete absence of metal
artifacts in Caucasian Chalcolithic contexts. Such absence could partly be a
product of the lack of sufﬁcient research on this period in the northern Caucasus, but the negative evidence from the Nal’chik cemetery and from other
sites, such as the Agubekov settlement (ibid., 129) suggests that metalworking
and the exchange of metal goods did not develop gradually in the northern
Caucasus, although it may have been stimulated ultimately by contacts with
the steppes and distant familiarity with the metals of Balkan-Carpathian origin,
as Nekhaev, Rassamakin, and Lyonnet suggest. This picture is radically transformed when local metallurgical activities suddenly and spectacularly burst on
the scene with the advent of the Maikop culture in the second quarter to the
middle of the fourth millennium BC.
THE MAIKOP CULTURE OF THE NORTHERN CAUCASUS – A
REVIEW OF ITS KURGANS, SETTLEMENTS, AND METALS;
ACCOUNTING FOR ITS ORIGINS AND WEALTH AND A
CONSIDERATION OF ITS SUBSISTENCE ECONOMY

In 1897, N. I. Veselovskii excavated the very large, nearly 11 m. high Oshad kurgan or barrow in the town of Maikop in the Kuban region near the foothills of
the northwestern Caucasus (today’s capital of the Adygei Republic). The kurgan contained a spectacularly rich burial assemblage, including bronze weapons
and cauldrons; scores of ﬁgured gold appliques, which had been sewn on the
clothes of the principal male burial; six silver rods (some over 1 m. long)
with gold and silver terminals depicting bulls (Fig. 3.8); silver, gold, stone,
and ceramic vessels; and numerous gold, turquoise, and carnelian beads. This
discovery stimulated the excavation of other large kurgans located in the same
general region, some of which seemed “royal-like” in their dimensions and,
when not robbed in antiquity, in their materials; this research has continued
to the present day, and spectacular discoveries are still being unearthed, such as
hoards from the Klady kurgan necropolis near the village of Novosvobodnaya
that have been excavated from 1979 on (Rezepkin 2000), containing distinct but clearly Maikop-related bronze, gold, silver, polished stone, ceramic,
turquoise, and carnelian artifacts.
The Maikop materials were brought to the attention of Western scholars
initially through the writings of A. M. Tallgren, M. I. Rostovtseff, and, later,
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Figure 3.8. Maikop kurgan: gold and silver bulls (adapted from Markovin and Munchaev 2003: 54, ﬁg. 10).

V. G. Childe. The “absolute” dating of the “ﬁrst early” or “large Kuban kurgans” was debated for years, with some scholars (Degen-Kovalevskii 1939)
relating them to the Scythians or immediately pre-Scythians and dating them
as late as the early ﬁrst millennium BC, whereas most (Iessen 1950) dated them
back to the middle or second half of the third millennium BC. The demonstration of convincing parallels to still earlier northern Mesopotamian/Syrian
remains (Andreeva 1977), the new excavation of related Maikop settlements
(e.g., Korenevskii 1993, 2001), and the application of a consistent sequence of
more than forty calibrated radiocarbon determinations (Trifonov 1996, 2001;
Chernykh et al. 2000; Chernykh and Orlovskaya 2004a) have all combined
to place them on a much ﬁrmer chronological footing and date their earliest
appearance much farther back towards the second quarter to the middle of
the fourth millennium BC, practically to the transitional period between late
Ubaid and early Uruk times (cf. also Lyonnet 2000). The spectacular early
discoveries, particularly of Veselovskii, have never been published completely,
but the Maikop culture itself has been deﬁned and described in two long treatments in Russian by R. M. Munchaev (1975; 1994; for a recent summary
treatment cf. Markovin and Munchaev 2003). A convenient short English
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description with a focus on the Maikop metals is provided by E. N. Chernykh
(1992: 67–83) (unfortunately, I was unable to consult the recently published
catalogue of some of the Maikop materials in the Hermitage Museum: Shliman,
Peterburg, Troya by Yu. Piotrovskii [1998]).
Munchaev (1994: 178, 174) estimates that roughly 150 Maikop burial complexes (or 250, according to Korenevskii 2004: 15) have been excavated,
whereas there are only about 30 known Maikop settlements (or even fewer, cf.
Korenevskii 2001; 2004: 12; Lyonnet, personal communication), only a handful
of which have been substantially excavated. The mortuary assemblage to settlement ratio for Maikop remains is heavily weighted towards the former, and
this situation is almost the opposite of what is known for the slightly later but
overlapping Early Bronze Kura-Araxes “cultural community” of Transcaucasia
to the south. Hundreds of Kura-Araxes settlements have been found, scores of
which have been excavated, whereas very few Kura-Araxes cemeteries have
been located and investigated. As Chernykh (1992: 73) is at pains to observe,
it is primarily this difference in the nature of the archaeological evidence that
explains the apparent greater wealth of the Maikop metals relative to that of
the Kura-Araxes culture.
Both areas were working – and probably producing – metals on a large-scale,
though we have more evidence from the Maikop culture just because more
“royal” kurgans and hoards have been uncovered. Indeed, the recent discovery
of the grave of the “Signore di Arslantepe” (Frangipane 1998, 2000; Frangipane
et al. 2001), with its wealth of bronze weapons, bronze, silver, and gold ornaments and local Mesopotamian-related and “Transcaucasian” (Kura-Araxes)
vessels, underscores the degree to which our knowledge of Kura-Araxes metallurgy and social differentiation is partial and distorted. This important discovery also suggests that signiﬁcant interaction, possibly involving migration and
armed confrontation, occurred between Transcaucasia and eastern Anatolia
already at the end of the fourth millennium (Arslantepe VII), becoming more
signiﬁcant at the beginning of the third millennium BC (Arslantepe VIB1),
a pattern that may have continued for several centuries with the subsequent
spread of the Kura-Araxes peoples far to the south.
Munchaev (1994) divides the Maikop culture into three successive phases –
labelled Maikop, transitional, and Novosvobodnaya – on the basis of changes
in the features of the construction of the kurgans and their accompanying
ceramic and metal artifacts. He accepts completely the ceramic parallels ﬁrst
noted by Andreeva between the early Maikop ceramic vessels and those found
farther south in Syria and northern Mesopotamia (Amuq F and Gawra XII–
IX); a detailed comparison of their speciﬁc attributes reveals a “similarity that
is simply striking” (ibid., 169), and it has now been claimed that some of the
spherical Maikop vessels may have been turned on a slow wheel, a technological
development that may also reﬂect direct borrowing from the south, though
this also could be either a local innovation or even reﬂect diffusion from the
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north, for the slow potter’s wheel may also have been used in late Tripol’ye
CI specialized ceramic workshops, such as at Varvarovka VIII (Ellis 1984: 162;
Anthony 1996).
The depiction of a deer and a “tree of life” on a cylinder seal from an
early Maikop burial at Krasnogvardeisckoe (Nekhaev 1986) can be paralleled
to depictions on earlier stamp seals and on late fourth-/early third-millennium
seals from northern Mesopotamia (Tepe Gawra) and eastern Anatolia (Degirmentepe), whereas a toggle-pin with a triangular-shaped head from the Late
Uruk-related Arslantepe is identical to a pin found in an early Maikop burial at
the Ust’dzhegutin cemetery (for references, cf. Munchaev 1994: 169). Surprisingly, microlithic chipped stone tools were found in the great Maikop kurgan,
and Munchaev (ibid., 189) relates their late presence there to the long-rooted
Mesopotamian tradition of depositing such archaic artifacts beneath the ﬂoors
of public buildings or temples (e.g., in the earlier Yarim Tepe 2 and at Uruk
itself); in other words, the fact that such a symbolic Mesopotamian practice
is attested in the richest known “royal” or chieﬂy Maikop burial must have
signiﬁcance not only for the earlier dating of the Maikop culture, but also for
determining its cultural afﬁliation and formation (Fig. 3.9).
Other scholars have focused on the northern steppe component of the
Maikop culture. Most fundamentally, kurgan or raised earth burials are not
characteristic of northern Mesopotamia, but at least eight Chalcolithic and presumably pre-Maikop kurgans have been excavated in central Ciscaucasia (work
of S. N. Korenevskii, cited in Munchaev 1994: 178–179) and in the Kuban
area (Nekhaev 1990). Early kurgans with Maikop or Maikop-related materials
also appear on the Middle and Lower Don on sites of the so-called Konstantinovka culture, some materials of which show clear parallels with Maikop
remains, such as characteristic asymmetric ﬂint arrowheads (Rassamakin 1999:
117–122; compare Fig. 3.3 and Fig. 3.9 above). Although not common, pre–
Kura-Araxes Chalcolithic kurgans or raised burial mounds have also now been
documented in northwestern Azerbaijan and central Georgia (Akhundov n.d.,
Makharadze n.d.).
The Maikop settlements, with their relatively thin cultural deposits, lightframed, clay-plastered wattle-and-daub houses, some of which were supported
with wooden posts, and many of which contain numerous pits, hardly recall
characteristic Mesopotamian building traditions and techniques. Similarly, the
subsistence economy of the Maikop culture, as understood from the excavations
of a few of the settlements, seems to have focused more on animal husbandry,
cattle and possibly pig raising (cf. next), than agriculture. Such subsistence
practices too bespeak more of a northern steppe connection (ultimately, to the
breakup of the Tripol’ye settlements?) than a southern-related Near Eastern
heritage. The Maikop culture clearly has multiple origins or is syncretic in
character, with local roots that extend naturally north onto the steppes and
with surprisingly close and novel connections with northern Mesopotamia.
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Some pre-Maikop or “Maikop-related” settlements, such as Meshoko and
Yasenova Polyana (Munchaev 1994: 174), were perched on the top of steep
ravines and fortiﬁed with stone walls, whereas others, such as the Galyugai
series of settlements along the Middle Terek or those now being investigated
by B. Lyonnet and A. Rezepkin along the eroded southern shore of the large
Krasnodar reservoir, were open and easily accessible. Rock shelters, containing
Maikop materials, also have been excavated. The apparently earlier fortiﬁed settlements (cf. Korenevskii 2001: 24–25) may have been occupied permanently
and over a longer period of time than the other types of settlements, which
possibly were occupied seasonally (Korenevskii 1995: 80–81). Korenevskii’s
work has shown that Maikop settlements appear to have extended at least as far
east as along the Middle Terek in the Kursk region of Stavropol’ province. The
cultural deposits of the Meshoko “Maikop-related” fortiﬁed settlements in the
piedmont rarely attain 1.5 m. and never exceed 2 m. in depth, and the open
settlements along river valleys in the north Caucasian plain have much thinner
deposits (roughly up to 40 cm.) and, in some cases, are totally buried, a fact
that long impeded their recognition and excavation. According to Korenevskii
(2004: 13), the Galyugai 1 settlement extended over an area of about 2 ha.
In this respect, the Maikop settlements sharply contrast with those of the
Kura-Araxes culture sites south of the Great Caucasus range, particularly those
with mud-brick architecture, the deposits of which can exceed seven meters in
depth (e.g., at Dzhraovit on the Ararat plain or at Garakepektepe in southeastern Azerbaijan). Maikop houses are typically light-framed surface structures,
plastered with clay and reinforced with reeds (wattle-and-daub); the small villages or encampments now being revealed in the Krasnodar area contain up
to twenty or so circular wattle-and-daub structures, some of which exceed
6 m. in diameter, and strangely reveal evidence of being partially burned or
deliberately set on ﬁre (Lyonnet, personal communication).
Direct evidence for agriculture in the form of palaeobotanical remains
retrieved through ﬂotation or seed impressions on vessels currently are generally
not yet available or, when attempted, yield minimal results, though grinding
stones, occasional ﬂint sickle blades (Korenevskii 1995: 62), and what may be
bronze hoes (ibid., 170) seem to attest indirectly to the practice of some form
of extensive ﬁeld preparation and cultivation and collection of plant remains,
though it is also possible that such “hoes” really functioned as adzes to work
wood. Consistent with the lack of direct evidence for agriculture elsewhere
on the Bronze Age Eurasian steppes, the Maikop settlements have yielded very
little macrobotanical remains, only about 10 grains of wheat, for example,
being recovered via ﬂotation from the recent excavations near the Krasnodar
(B. Lyonnet, personal communication). Relative again to the Kura-Araxes settlements in Transcaucasia, agriculture apparently played a far less signiﬁcant
role in the subsistence economy of the Maikop culture, and in this respect
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Figure 3.9. Maikop culture: stone points and tools, including microliths from Maikop
kurgan (1–2) and asymmetric points (adapted from Markovin and Munchaev 2003:
70, ﬁg. 21).

the “Maikop phenomenon” preﬁgured later developments on the Bronze Age
Eurasian steppes.
Animal husbandry, probably involving at least some form of transhumance,
was the more dominant activity. Interestingly, the most thoroughly investigated
earlier “Maikop-related” settlements in the foothills, which are located along
tributaries of the Kuban River, such as Meshoko and Yasenova Polyana, reveal
a surprisingly high concentration of pig remains (40% at the former site; 22.2%
at the latter [Cernych, Antipina, and Lebedeva 1998: 245, table 2]). Maikop
settlements farther east along the Middle Terek, such as Galyugai I, contain far
fewer pig bones (3.3% at Galyugai I) and have a much greater concentration

77

P1: FCW
052184780Xc03

78

CUFX073/Kohl

Printer: cupusbw

0 521 84811 3

November 8, 2006

2:5

The Making of Bronze Age Eurasia
of sheep and goats (44.6% at Galyugai I compared to 15.2 and 12.3%, respectively, at Meshoko and Yasenova Polyana) (ibid.). Cattle (steers and cows) were
always the principal animals raised by the Maikop herders, constituting 44.5,
65.5, and 49.6% of the assemblages from these three sites (Meshoko, Yasenova
Polyana, and Galyugai I). Cattle were the principal animals raised by the late
Tripol’ye peoples, who also kept a considerable number of pigs. The adoption
of such practices by the Maikop herders may not be totally coincidental. The
importance of cattle in the Maikop subsistence economy is reﬂected also in
their art, such as the silver and gold long-horned bulls that capped the “royal”
staffs in the original great Maikop kurgan (Fig. 3.8).
It is commonly accepted that keeping pigs implies sedentism, but this
assumption may rely too much on the characteristics of contemporary pigs
that have been bred for centuries to produce maximum meat/animal, making them less mobile. Hittite texts refer to the neighboring Kashka peoples
to their northeast as “pig-raising nomads” (Matthews, personal communication). Mobile, quite wild-appearing, and apparently very tasty “Kakheti” pigs
were moved seasonally between high and lowland areas in central and eastern
Georgia in the recent past; during Soviet times, pig herders, who also farmed,
drove these animals into the high wooded Georgian forests (in the Aragvi valley, Svaneti, and eastern Georgian mountain valleys) during the summer and
let the animals forage freely in the forests, driving them to more protected
lowland areas during the late fall (Kikodze, personal communication).
The extremely low percentage of horse bones found on Maikop settlements
suggests minimally that horses were not a basic component of their diet, and the
only “evidence” for horse-riding consists of the problematic interpretation of
distinctive handled circular bronze objects as cheekpieces (or psalia in Russian),
an interpretation very much open to question (Trifonov 1987; cf. below); such
“cheekpieces” have never been found directly associated with horse remains
(Fig. 3.10). In any event, the Maikop culture is very distinctive, not only
in terms of its metals, to which we turn next, but also in terms of what
current evidence reveals about its basic subsistence economy, where a range
of gathering and herding practices are suggested, indicating some distinctive
form of transhumance, not directly comparable with later, ethnographically
documented practices of steppe nomads.
The wealth of the metals – arsenical copper/bronzes and silver and gold
artifacts – found in the Maikop “royal” kurgans is truly extraordinary, leading
Chernykh (1992: 142–144) to reﬂect on the “problem of gold” at this time.
Indeed, if we trace the occurrence of gold in the area of our concern, we
see a conspicuous shift from north to south that continues through Middle
Bronze times: the early Chalcolithic ﬂorescence of gold consumption in the
Balkans, particularly in the Varna cemetery; the abundance of gold (and silver)
objects in the Maikop kurgans of the northwestern Caucasus during the Early
Bronze period; and the spectacular discoveries of precious gold and, to a lesser
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Figure 3.10. Maikop culture: bronze hooks or forks (kryuki) and so-called cheekpieces (psalia) or, possibly, Mesopotamian cult symbols (adapted from Markovin and
Munchaev 2003: 68, ﬁg. 20).

extent, silver objects in the monumental early kurgans of Transcaucasia and the
famous hoards of Anatolia during the Late Early and Middle Bronze periods.
Although accidents of discovery undoubtedly play a part here, the trend is
unmistakable and must reﬂect underlying historical processes. For example,
Avilova, Antonova, and Teneishvili (1999: 57–58) calculate that approximately
7400 gold and 1000 silver artifacts have been found in Maikop-related kurgans
in the northwestern Caucasus. These practically disappear in this area towards
the middle of the third millennium, while at the same time the number of
gold and silver artifacts in Anatolia and Transcaucasia (and, not incidentally, in
Mesopotamia, such as at the Royal Cemetery at Ur) sharply rises (calculated
at around 32,000 objects, ibid.). This shift reﬂects not only changes in the
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Figure 3.11. Maikop culture: bronze shaft-hole axes and adzes (adapted from Markovin
and Munchaev 2003: 76, ﬁg. 25).

production and supply of precious metals, but also the movements of peoples
with their leaders or chiefs south – across or around the Great Caucasus range.
The Maikop arsenical copper/bronzes include not only ceremonial prestige
weapons, which were potentially also useable, such as ribbed tanged daggers
and shaft-hole axes, and ornaments, but also functional tools, such as the already
mentioned “hoes”, chisels, and awls (Figs. 3.11 and 3.12), and bowls and large
distinctive cauldrons (Fig. 3.13); characteristic objects of uncertain signiﬁcance
include the so-called twisted circular cheekpieces (or psalia, Fig. 3.10) (Munchaev 1994: 211, for a different interpretation cf. Trifonov 1987) and the large,
pitch-fork-like shafted hooks (or kryuki, Fig. 3.10).
Chernykh’s work has shown that the Maikop bronzes could be divided into
two groups – copper-arsenic alloys and copper-arsenic-nickel alloys – and he
has postulated that the sources for the former were appropriate ore deposits
in Transcaucasia, and for the latter deposits located farther south, possibly in
Anatolia and/or Iran, which were also utilized by Mesopotamians. Chernykh
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Figure 3.12. Maikop culture: bronze chisels and knives/daggers (adapted from
Markovin and Munchaev 2003: 74, ﬁg. 24).

(1992: 159–160) refers to the “North Caucasian Bridge,” which brought metals, presumably as ingots or in semiworked form, across the Caucasus, and
explains the wealth of the Maikop chiefs as associated with their unique role
as intermediaries in this south-north metals trade, supplying vast areas of the
steppes to the north and east with Caucasian-derived bronzes.
More recent work by B. A. Galibin (cited in Munchaev 1994: 199) has
proposed that an appropriate nickel-bearing copper source exists locally in the
northern Caucasus at Belorechensk and could have been utilized by the Maikop
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miners. This question must, however, still remain open, reﬂecting the lack of
systematic archaeometallurgical research in the northern Caucasus, a situation
that also adversely affects our understanding of Early and Middle Bronze metal
production in Daghestan to the east. In short, Chernykh’s interpretation of the
Maikop culture’s principal role as intermediaries participating in an extensive
metals trade linking the Kura-Araxes culture of Transcaucasia with the steppe
cultures farther north remains somewhat speculative, or at least in need of
further documentation through future systematic archaeometallurgical research
throughout the northern Caucasus.
What happened to the “Maikop phenomenon”? Why did it disappear, or
why was it seemingly supplanted by cultures, such as Novotitorovskaya and later
regional variants of the Katakombnaya “cultural-historical community,” that
are also known to us largely from their mortuary remains? Here the focus is
on the virtual post-Maikop disappearance of archaeological evidence for the
differential accumulation of substantial wealth – particularly in the form of
precious metals, that is, gold and silver artifacts – on the western Eurasian
steppes throughout the rest of the Bronze Age. That is, the Bronze Age cultures that subsequently develop on the western Eurasian steppes contain little
evidence for social differentiation and appear much more egalitarian, if not
actually impoverished, relative to Maikop.
The “Maikop phenomenon” stands out for its uniqueness or singularity,
particularly in terms of the precious metals buried with its presumed leaders
or chiefs. From this perspective, it is not surprising that initially some scholars
attempted to date the Maikop materials to immediately pre-Scythian times. In
terms of the concentration of wealth, the Maikop “royal” kurgans resemble the
much later “royal” kurgans that appear on the steppes only with the advent of
real nomadic societies interacting regularly with sedentary states to their south
at the beginning of the Iron Age. How does one account for Maikop’s singularity? If true Eurasian nomadism ﬁnally emerged only when relations with
settled state societies were ﬁrmly established – as has been convincingly argued
by A. M. Khazanov (1994: 94–95) and, more recently, by L. N. Koryakova
and A. V. Epimakhov (n.d.: 160) – then does Maikop’s singularity or precocity
in terms of its accumulation of wealth suggest, albeit indirectly, that it had
established relations by the middle of the fourth millennium BC with a settled
state(s) to south? These much later Iron Age nomadic societies and ultimately
the ﬁrst steppe empires (and ﬁrst appearance of truly “royal” kurgans) came into
being in part because they were caught up in larger systems of interregional
interaction and exchange, including regular relations with sedentary states to
their south (from China to Rome, including the states of southern Central
Asia, such as the Parthian and Kushan states).
If this thesis/relationship is essentially correct, then with what settled complex state society was the Maikop culture regularly interacting? Although
convincing archaeological documentation for such relations is still largely
lacking, the calibrated radiocarbon dates show that Maikop’s demise roughly
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Figure 3.13. Maikop culture: bronze vessels (adapted from Munchaev 1994: 210,
table 56).

coincides with the collapse of the “Uruk expansion,” the complex, multifaceted, and relatively long-lived phenomenon that represented some form of
southern Mesopotamian presence and/or interest in the Anatolian highlands,
particularly along the Upper Euphrates drainage. The end of this southern
presence, the “Uruk contraction,” if you will, corresponds roughly with the
initial dispersal of Kura-Araxes or Early Transcaucasian peoples to the south
and southwest, a similarly complex and protracted development that will be
discussed in the following section.
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As far as is known, state societies do not reappear in the eastern Anatolian
highlands or in Transcaucasia until the advent of the Iron Age kingdom of
Urartu at the end of the ninth century BC. Southern Mesopotamia (including
Southwest Iran) subsequently directed their primary political and economic
interests ﬁrst to the east, culminating in the rise of secondary states in eastern
Iran, Central Asia, and western South Asia in the second half of the third and
ﬁrst centuries of the second millennia BC, and then to the west, particularly to
the eastern Mediterranean basin during the second millennium BC (cf. Chapter
5). The western Eurasian steppes developed largely on their own during the
remainder of the Bronze Age, moving and exchanging materials and ideas
over vast distances and constantly developing their mobile herding economies,
activities that gradually led to the development of mounted nomadism, social
differentiation, and states on the steppes during the ﬁrst millennium BC. From
this macrohistorical perspective, the “Maikop phenomenon” seems remarkably
precocious and singular.
The differences between the overlapping Maikop and Kura-Araxes cultures
in nearly all their material remains (from settlement patterns and domestic
architecture to their subsistence economies and metal assemblages) are also
striking. There is very little evidence for direct contact between these two
“cultural communities,” though some contact is now suggested possibly in the
Krasnodar settlements currently being investigated (Lyonnet, personal communication) and possibly also at the Lugovoe settlement in Ingusheti (cf. Krupnov
1954). These two Early Bronze “cultural-historical communities” are totally
distinct phenomena, though part of the same overarching, interconnected system that Chernykh has deﬁned as central to his Circumpontic Metallurgical
Province (or CMP).
It is only during this Early Bronze period when such a pronounced cultural
divide so sharply separates the material remains of the northern and southern
Caucasus. Later, the Great Caucasus Range appears to have been more porous,
with greater evidence for connections on either side of the mountains (e.g., the
close similarity between the Colchidean Late Bronze culture of western Georgia and the Koban culture ﬁrst documented in northern Ossetia and then south
of the Caucasus in the Tli cemetery, cf. Tekhov 1980, 1988; Lordkipanidse
1991). This later pattern of close interaction and cultural assimilation across
the Great Caucasus seemingly had not yet been established during the Early
Bronze period, and one can only speculate as to the nature of the relations –
possibly hostile and/or competitive? – between the bearers of the distinct
Maikop and Kura-Araxes “cultural-historical communities.”
Clay models of disk wheels have been found at the Late (or Post-) Tripol’ye
site of Velyka Slobidka on the Dniester, and two early pre–Pit-Grave kurgan
burials with the actual remains of wooden wheels have been found respectively
in the Lower Don (Koldyri, burial 7, kurgan 14) and Kuban (Starokorsun, burial
18, kurgan 2) areas. Rassamakin (2002: 53) believes that their appearance in
these latter areas was due to “the migration or re-settlement of groups from
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the agricultural population” farther west. The latter discovery, which consisted
of the remains of a wagon with wooden wheels (approximately 60 cm. in
diameter), has been attributed to the “early Novosvobodnaya” phase of the
Maikop culture (Munchaev 1994: 180, table 44, no. 3), and the partial remains
of a similar wheeled cart were found in a kurgan at Tsagan-nur in Kalymykia
to the northeast that also apparently contained Maikop-related materials (ibid.,
187).
Such vehicles are among the earliest known examples of wheeled transport
found on the Eurasian steppes. They may be roughly contemporaneous with
or perhaps a few hundred years later than the now earliest well-documented
carts from moors in northwestern Germany and Denmark (Hayen 1989; 1991:
ptc. 7; and Häusler 1981; 1994). On current evidence, the diffusion of the
technology of wheeled transport may have just as plausibly spread north to
south from northwestern Europe with its forests of useable hard woods to the
more open steppes to the southeast and then farther south into Mesopotamia as
the reverse (cf. Bakker et al. 1999). The important point is not where this revolutionary technology ﬁrst originated but rather how quickly it diffused across
western Asia, Eurasia, and Europe during the Early Bronze period, underscoring the interconnections among disparate cultures throughout this vast area.
Later during Late Early and Middle Bronze times or beginning in the ﬁrst half
of the third millennium BC such wheeled vehicles are well documented in
eastern Ukraine (Pustovalov 1994: 99–101; 1998), the northern Caucasus (Gei
1991, 2000), and in Transcaucasia (cf. Miron and Orthmann 1995: 69–94) and
provide direct evidence for a more mobile economy and the movements of
peoples throughout this area.
Maikop-related peoples may also have moved south into northwestern Iran.
Six of eleven surveyed kurgans, collectively referred to as Sé Girdan, which were
excavated in 1968 and 1970, were laid out in a straight row running northwest
to southeast and situated roughly west-southwest of the southwestern corner
of Lake Urmia in northwestern Iran. O. W. Muscarella, who originally had
excavated the kurgans, dated them initially to the Iron Age III period (seventh to sixth centuries BC), but recently he has accepted the criticisms of
other scholars (Deshayes 1973; Trifonov 2000) and radically revised his interpretation, now dating them to the second half of the fourth millennium on
parallels with Maikop remains from the northwestern Caucasus. Muscarella
(2003: 126–130) provisionally accepts the interpretation that Maikop-related
peoples from the northwestern Caucasus entered northwestern Iran during the
second half of the fourth millennium BC, essentially prior to the expansion of
Early Transcaucasian or Kura-Araxes peoples into northwestern Iran towards
the end of the fourth millennium.
This interpretation is plausible but in need of additional archaeological conﬁrmation from intermediate areas between the northern Caucasus and northwestern Iran. The parallels cited include aspects of the kurgans’ constructions,
such as the off-center location of the principal tomb, pebble ﬂoors and outer
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encircling stone revetments, and close similarities in arsenical copper/bronze
artifacts, characteristic of the Caucasian Early Bronze Age, such as socketed
axes with bent butts and blades with curved bases. It would be worthwhile to
excavate one of the remaining kurgans to test this new, dramatically changed
date through radiocarbon determinations from the skeletal remains.
The emergence of peoples burying their dead in raised kurgans in the Kuban
basin of the northwestern Caucasus by the middle of the fourth and continuing
into the third millennium is well established, but their subsequent spread farther
east to the northeastern Caucasus and the western littoral Caspian plain is
less well documented. Unfortunately, many kurgans on this coastal corridor
have been leveled during the past ﬁfty years with intensive modern settlement
and agricultural exploitation. The Caspian littoral plain once was dotted with
kurgans dating to various periods, but very few have been excavated. Maikoprelated materials have been found in a handful of kurgans in Daghestan, such
as at the Large Miatli kurgan along the Sulak River and at Torpakh-kala along
the coastal plain south of Velikent.
This evidence is hardly conclusive but has been cautiously interpreted as
documenting a northwest to southeast movement of Maikop peoples during
the ﬁnal stages of this culture’s existence (cf. Magomedov 1991:34–35). If possible, one should locate partially destroyed kurgans through the study of earlier
aerial photos and systematically excavate several of them. These movements
still require more extensive archaeological documentation, but the hypothesis of prolonged north-to-south movements beginning possibly as early as the
late fourth millennium BC is theoretically testable through selected excavations of the remaining kurgans. In any event, it is likely that such postulated
movements did not represent sudden events, such as armed invasions, so much
as protracted processes, consisting of cattle herders moving south with their
families on oxen-driven wagons in search of better pastures for their animals.
THE KURA-ARAXES CULTURAL-HISTORICAL COMMUNITY
(OBSHCHNOST’) OF TRANSCAUCASIA – THE HISTORY OF ITS
RESEARCH AND THE DISTRIBUTION OF ITS SETTLEMENTS
DOCUMENTING THE INITIAL DENSE OCCUPATION OF
DIFFERENT ALTITUDINAL ZONES THROUGHOUT THE
SOUTHERN CAUCASUS AND ADJACENT REGIONS; THE
NATURE OF THESE SETTLEMENTS AND EVIDENCE FOR SOCIAL
DIFFERENTIATION; THE SPREAD OF KURA-ARAXES PEOPLES
INTO THE NEAR EAST IN THE LATE FOURTH TO MIDDLE
THIRD MILLENNIUM BC

Very recognizable, black- and red-burnished, hand-made ceramics now
attributed to the “Kura-Araxes” or, in the Western literature, “Early Transcaucasian” culture were ﬁrst discovered in the Gyandzha region of Azerbaijan
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in the nineteenth century. The initial recognition of their signiﬁcance and
the fact that such ceramics were found often in the lowest levels of many
later Bronze Age sites, some of which had cyclopean stone fortiﬁcations, is
due principally to the work of B. A. Kuftin in the 1930s. He coined the term
“Kura-Araxes” to describe these materials because at that time all the sites with
these materials that were known to him were found in the greater catchment
areas of the Kura and Araxes basins. We now know their distribution extended
far beyond Transcaucasia itself, spreading at some point southeast along the
eastern slopes of the Zagros at least as far as west central Iran (e.g., at the Godin
IV settlement, see Weiss and Young 1975) and southwest across Anatolia and
northwestern Syria as far as northern Palestine/Israel during the Early Bronze
III period, where the pottery is known as Khirbet Kerak ware (Amiran 1968).
Kuftin also mistakenly attributed the Kura-Araxes culture to the Chalcolithic period, a conclusion that had to be revised thanks to the analytical work
conducted initially by I. R. Selimkhanov in the 1950s on their metals, work
that showed that they were not pure copper but contained signiﬁcant amounts
of arsenic, possibly from deliberately alloying arsenic with copper to produce
arsenical copper/bronzes. Calibration of radiocarbon dates from Kura-Araxes
sites (Kavtaradze 1983; 1999: 73–74; a partial list appears also in Kushnareva
1997: 52; n.b., these last mistakenly listed as “B.C.” when actually “B.P.” and
uncalibrated) pushes back the beginnings of the culture towards the middle of
the fourth millennium, or slightly later than the sudden appearance of the
Maikop culture (cf. Appendix).
The internal periodization of the Kura-Araxes “phenomenon” within Transcaucasia has been worked out most thoroughly by Kushnareva (1997: 53–
54), who divides it into four sub-periods (E. B. I–IV), extending from ca.
3500–2300 BC. Although most Transcaucasian specialists would agree with
her general periodization and relative chronological positioning of excavated
sites, it still must be emphasized that much guesswork is involved and that the
internal sequence requires additional reﬁnement and corroboration. The vast
majority of excavated materials have not been adequately published, and the
best excavated and published sites, such as Khvatskhelebi (Djavakhishvili and
Glonti 1962) in Shida Kartli, Georgia, are small villages with relatively thin
cultural deposits (e.g., 1.7 m. of deposit for the Early Bronze levels B and C at
Kvatskhelebi). It is doubtful that they would have been occupied for the entire
1000-year-plus period attributed to the culture.
Kura-Araxes sites are found throughout all areas of Transcaucasia, except
for the subtropical Colchidean basin of western Georgia, and are located in
markedly different environments at different altitudes. Not surprisingly, sites
found high in the Great and Lesser Caucasus ranges or on highland plateaus
are characterized typically by stone architecture and have relatively thin cultural deposits (sometimes barely exceeding 1 m.). Sites farther south on the
fertile Ararat plain of southern Armenia and Nakhicevan, or in the eastern
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piedmont between the Guru and Kandalan Rivers in southeastern Azerbaijan
(at Garakapektepe, cf. Ismailov 1983), or even farther south in northwestern
Iran (e.g., Geoy Tepe, Yanik Tepe, and Tappeh Gijlar), or in eastern Anatolia
(e.g., Pulur [10 m.] and Karaz [9 m.]) are often multiperiod tells formed by the
decomposition of mud-brick architecture with very thick cultural deposits, at
times exceeding 10 meters (at Tappeh Gijlar, for example, which is located
west of Lake Urmia in northwestern Iran, the unmixed Kura-Araxes levels
[period B] are nearly 11 m. thick [Belgiorno, Biscione, and Pecorella 1984:
241; see Fig. 3.14]).
It is very difﬁcult to correlate precisely such differently formed settlements.
Thus, Kushnareva (1997: 49) suggests that the initial dispersal of the KuraAraxes culture is to be found in “the ﬂatlands of the southern Caucasus” (i.e.,
on the Ararat plain and farther east in the interﬂuve between the Guru and
Kandalan Rivers of southeastern Azerbaijan) and sees a movement from these
plains into the highlands, associated ultimately with a productive agricultural
economy and consequent population increase (ibid., 55, 74). Possibly, but the
reverse process could also be argued on the basis of the archaeological evidence
(earliest sites located possibly in Shida Kartli [cf. Sagona 1984] or even in higher
areas) and is more consistent with the historical pattern of mountain valleys
becoming overcrowded and sending their surplus population down onto the
plains; for example, the Ossetians are known to have moved down from both
sides of the Greater Caucasus and into the broader valleys of central Georgia
during relatively recent historical times. Current evidence does not allow us
to resolve this problem.
It is useful to recall that modern political borders rarely deﬁne prehistoric
culture areas, and regions immediately adjacent to southern Transcaucasia (i.e.,
to the south and west of the Middle Araxes River or northeastern Anatolia
and farther to the north and east into southeastern Daghestan) should also be
seen as part of the formative area for this culture. To add further ambiguity to
the situation, whereas some areas exhibit a break in material culture remains,
others, such as Sos Höyük near Erzurum (Sagona 2000), show continuity
from earlier so-called Chalcolithic into later Early and Middle Bronze times.
Though never densely occupied with Early Bronze remains, the Erzurum
region in northeastern Anatolia most likely lies within the original formative
region of the Kura-Araxes “cultural-historical community,” and, consequently
as such, did not experience the later dispersal or intrusion of Kura-Araxes
peoples into this area. Calibrated C14 dates suggest that the initial occupation
of Sos Höyük, its period Va, occurred ca. 3500 BC or approximately at the
same time that many other Kura-Araxes-related sites in distant regions, such as
the Caspian coastal plain of southeastern Daghestan, were ﬁrst occupied. The
terminology here may be confusing: the Late Chalcolithic and initial Early
Bronze designations refer to the same period and macrohistorical pattern of
development.
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The Kura-Araxes culture seems to have emerged in different places – northeastern Anatolia, the broad area of Transcaucasia drained by the Upper and
Middle reaches of the Kura and Araxes Rivers, and the Caspian coastal corridor
and adjacent mountainous regions of northeastern Azerbaijan and southeastern
Daghestan (cf. below) – exhibiting different regional features at approximately the same time, towards the middle of the fourth millennium BC. The
characteristic red-and-black burnished
wares, one of the hallmark features of
Kura-Araxes material remains, may
actually have originated at sites, such
as Sos Höyük, in today’s northeasternmost Anatolia (Palumbi 2003, n.d.;
Kiguradze and Sagona 2003) and subsequently spread east into Transcaucasia as
conventionally deﬁned. There seems to
have been fairly rapid intra- and intercultural communication among these
different contiguous regions, leading
relatively quickly to the emergence
of a recognizable Kura-Araxes koine
or broadly deﬁned “cultural-historical
community.”
Even within this broadly deﬁned
area, some thicker multiperiod tells that
contain earlier pre–Kura-Araxes ChalFigure 3.14. Tappeh Gijlar, northwestern Iran –
colithic levels show a gap or period
stratigraphic proﬁle, showing thickness of Early
of abandonment between the latest Bronze deposit (adapted from Pecorella and
Chalcolithic and earliest Kura-Araxes Salvini 1984, pl. XXXIX).
occupations (e.g., at Kyul’tepe I in
Nakhicevan), and other multiperiod tells with thick Kura-Araxes deposits
(e.g., Dzhraovit and Mokhra-Blur on the Ararat plain or Garakepektepe in
Azerbaijan) are inadequately published, and work on them has only preliminarily, if at all, plumbed the earliest Kura-Araxes levels. That is, we know little
about the beginnings of these latter settlements.
Problems of interpretation are farther exacerbated by the distinct regional
variants of this “cultural-historical community.” This pronounced regional
diversity (summarized by Kushnareva 1997: 54–73; cf. also Sagona 1984) may, of
course, also be explained in part chronologically and suggests that this “culture”
(or, perhaps better, ”phenomenon” or “bloc of cultures”) was quite heterogeneous, never representing a single unity or polity. The postulated movement
over time of surplus populations from the restricted mountain valleys onto the
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plains is consistent with the original local formations of this culture – quite
literally, northeastern Anatolia and in the high Caucasus mountains – and such
movements in search of more arable land may constitute one of the mechanisms
driving the peoples out of Transcaucasia and south into Iran, farther west in
Anatolia, and into the upper Euphrates and beyond.
Some Kura-Araxes sites are located near steep ravines or in fairly inaccessible settings (e.g., Garni), and some (e.g., Shengavit, Mokhra-Blur) appear
to have been fortiﬁed (Kushnareva 1997), though it must be emphasized that
the dating of such fortiﬁcations to the Kura-Araxes occupation has not been
established in all the claimed cases. Many sites, including those most carefully
excavated, such as Kvatskhelebi in central Georgia and Karnut in northwestern
Armenia, were not fortiﬁed but represent simple open villages with separate
or clustered one-room houses with central hearths, often set at the southern
foot or along the lower slope of a local large hill (e.g., the sites of Satkhe and
Amagleba in southern Georgia [Isaac et al. 1994]). Certainly the Kura-Araxes
settlements and their accompanying materials exhibit far less emphasis on militarism and defense, reﬂective of politically insecure and unstable times, than
that characteristic for the later Transcaucasian Late Early and Middle Bronze
and, particularly, Late Bronze/Early Iron periods (from the second half of the
third through the beginnings of the ﬁrst millennium BC).
Our understanding of the Kura-Araxes “phenomenon” is incomplete, and
surprises, like the already mentioned burial of the “Signore di Arslantepe”
with his rich array of weapons (Frangipane 1997, 1998, 2000), still await us.
It is also possible that much larger Kura-Araxes settlements lie buried beneath
more massive Late Bronze and Early Iron deposits (e.g., possibly at Metsamor,
cf. Kohl 1992). The recently discovered site of Agarak in Armenia is reported
to extend over 200 ha. and to have a substantial Early Bronze occupation. It
also, however, is clearly a multiperiod site that was occupied intermittently
into historic times; until the site is more thoroughly excavated and adequately
published, it is impossible to evaluate the extent or nature of the Early Bronze
settlement at the site.
Based on the currently available published evidence, however, most KuraAraxes settlements in Transcaucasia are small (rarely exceeding 5 ha. in size)
and show very little evidence of internal social differentiation. The dwellings
in the largest sites, such as Arich (12 ha.) on the southern edge of the Shirak
plain in northwestern Armenia, or Amiranis-Gora (approximately 4 ha.) near
Akhaltsikhe in southern Georgia, a site which shows evidence of deliberate
terracing, are quite dispersed, not densely packed together. At most, they can be
considered large villages – not towns or cities – and do not constitute evidence
for a sharply differentiated three-tiered settlement hierarchy (contra Kushnareva
1997: 74, 78). Thus, for example, the Early Bronze occupation at the site of
Arich, which is located on a naturally fortiﬁed promontory drained by a stream
ﬂowing down from the northwestern slope of Mt. Aragats, is surrounded by
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Late Bronze/Early Iron dwellings and burials and even later (Classical?) fortiﬁcations that cover the approximately 12-ha. area of the site. It is very difﬁcult to
estimate the extent and density of its Kura-Araxes occupation; it is misleading,
therefore, to refer to the Early Bronze settlement at Arich as qualitatively
different or larger than other Kura-Araxes villages or, at best, small towns.
Although the mortuary evidence is fragmentary and unexpected discoveries, like the rich burial at Arslantepe, may occur and alter our understanding,
the currently available record does not suggest that the Kura-Araxes societies
in Transcaucasia were torn apart by internal social divisions. In this sense, the
Kura-Araxes materials contrast strongly with those of the Maikop culture to the
north, or with what appears in Transcaucasia during the immediately succeeding late Early Bronze period or the time of the monumental “chieﬂy”/“royal”
kurgans. Individual ﬂat-grave burials have been excavated both within settlements and in cemeteries outside the settlements, as well as small kurgans or
barrows associated with or in immediate proximity to Kura-Araxes settlements
(e.g., at Satkhe in Djavakheti, cf. Kohl, Carson, Edens, and Pearce 1993).
None of these Transcaucasian burials has yielded evidence for an accumulation
of wealth comparable with that seen in the burial at Arslantepe or in those of
the northern Caucasus. The metal assemblages of the Maikop cultural community in the northern Caucasus and the Kura-Araxes cultural community
in Transcaucasia and eastern Anatolia also differ (Compare the Kura-Araxes
metals from Transcausasia in Fig. 3.15a and the metals from Arslantepe VIA
and VIB in Fig. 3.15b, on the one hand, with the Maikop metals illustrated
above, on the other.).
The available evidence does unequivocally show that all areas of Transcaucasia (again excepting the distinct region of western Georgia bordering the Black
Sea) were occupied during the initial Early Bronze period in the second half of
the fourth millennium. Kura-Araxes settlements, now numbering in the hundreds (Kushnareva 1997: 44), are found throughout the region, even at very
high altitudes, suggesting possibly seasonal occupations and some form of transhumance, and their association with terraced agriculture in some mountainous
areas seems well established. These “peoples of the hills” – to use Burney and
Lang’s (1971) apt phrase – knew how to adapt to different altitudinal zones,
settling in high mountain valleys, on broad volcanic uplands, or on lower-lying
fertile plains. Given their occupation of these different altitudinal zones, it is
not surprising that the materials used in the construction of their houses varies
from stone and wattle-and-daub with wooden post structures in the intermontane valleys and higher plateaus to circular and subrectangular mud-brick
structures sometimes with stone foundations in the lower plains. We know that
they herded sheep and goats and, to a lesser extent, cattle, and it is hypothesized that some ﬂocks may have been driven to higher pastures during the
summer by transhumant pastoralists as occurs today on the passes into and on
the plateaus of Djavakheti from the Adzhari and Imereti regions.
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Figure 3.15. (a) Kura-Araxes metal tools, weapons, ornaments, and metal-working
artifacts from Transcaucasia (after Kushnareva and Markovin 1994: 40, table 12); and
(b) metal objects from Arslantepe; 1–5 from period VIA public area; 6–19 from period
VIB “royal tomb” (after Frangipane 2000: 471, ﬁg. 17).
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Figure 3.15 (continued ).
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Figure 3.16 Uncultivated terraces, mountainous Daghestan (picture taken by P.L.
Kohl).

Kushnareva (1997: 182–196) provides a very complete summary of what
currently is known of agricultural and herding practices, listing the domesticated species of plants and animals that have been documented on Kura-Araxes
and Kura-Araxes related settlements. They cultivated soft (common) wheat and
barley, including speciﬁc club or dwarf forms (such as Triticum vulgare antiquorum, Hordeum sphaerococcum), and grew grapes probably to make wine. Wild
fruit trees are abundant in the Caucasus, and it is surmised that their fruits
were collected during this period, though fruit pits are not well documented
in the archaeological record. Apparently, apricot pits were recovered at the site
of Garni in Armenia (ibid., 186).
What is uncertain is how intensive their agricultural practices were. Again,
it is misleading to speak of a single adaptation given the different ecological
zones that were occupied. It is very difﬁcult to date the beginnings of terraced
agriculture in mountainous areas, such as Djavakheti in southern Georgia or
Daghestan to the northeast, though most scholars are inclined to date their
initial construction back to this period when there is substantial evidence for
permanent settlement. Conclusive evidence in the form of artifacts recovered
from excavated artiﬁcial terraces at the site of Verkhniy Gunib in Daghestan
have shown that they were constructed at least during the subsequent Middle Bronze period, and it is reasonable to place their beginnings even earlier
(Aglarov 1986: 57–58; Kushnareva 1997: 187–189). The terraces that they constructed on steep hill slopes could have been built by related families or small
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Figure 3.17 Model of a cart, Arich, Armenia
(adapted from Khachatryan 1975: 77, ﬁg. 37).

corporate kin groups and extended over some period of time. They do not
necessarily suggest any form of centralized authority involved in their construction and maintenance, though they probably do indicate new forms of
land ownership and attachments to the land and, correspondingly, transformed
agrarian relations (Aglarov 1986; Fig. 3.16).
Similarly, no state hierarchies were needed for the probable construction
of the small irrigation systems with dykes and canals in lower-lying, ﬂatter
regions, such as the Ararat plain where such dykes have been documented,
for example, at Mokhra-Blur. In most areas such modiﬁcations of the natural
landscape were not required, and it is in these areas where it is difﬁcult to assess
how intensive the agricultural practices were. The incredible profusion of small
Kura-Araxes settlements throughout Transcaucasia and northeastern Anatolia
may reﬂect both population increases over time and the periodic settlement of
new areas suggestive of a form of extensive shifting cultivation, an interpretation consistent with the apparent sudden abandonment of several Kura-Araxes
settlements. Kura-Araxes houses, such as those uncovered at Karnut on the
Shirak plain of northwestern Armenia, often contain large complete artifacts,
such as storage jars and the characteristic, distinctly modeled andirons or ﬁgured portable hearth supports. It appears almost as if the people had planned
to return to the settlements that they had mysteriously and suddenly left.
Metal sickles have been recovered from several Kura-Araxes settlements
(Kushnareva and Chubinishvili 1970: 118, ﬁg. 42, nos. 27–31), though the
sheer quantity of characteristic toothed ﬂint sickle inserts suggest that basic
agricultural activities continued to rely on chipped stone tools. There is some
direct evidence for the use of wooden and antler light plows, such as the one
recovered from Kvatskhelebi (Djavakhishvili and Glonti 1962: pl. XXXIII, no.
11), and the use of traction animals are at least suggested by depictions on
clay plaques and models (Kushnareva 1997: 184). Models of solid-wheeled clay
carts, presumably pulled by oxen, are attested at the site of Arich (Fig. 3.17).
Cattle, sheep, goats, and pigs are all documented on Kura-Araxes settlements, though quantitative counts of faunal assemblages, assessing their relative
importance, are fragmentary or largely unavailable. The raising of sheep and
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goats seems to have been more signiﬁcant than cattle or pig-herding, a dominance also suggested by the recovery of numerous ﬁgurines of rams and their
depictions on andirons (Kushnareva 1997: 193; Fig. 3.17). Cattle may have
assumed an increasing importance as they were harnessed to carts and used to
plow ﬁelds, though more evidence is available for such uses at the end of the
Early Bronze period with the appearance of the large “royal” kurgans and the
direct recovery of oxen-driven wheeled vehicles. Given the location of KuraAraxes settlements and later ethnographically and historically attested practices,
it is assumed that some form of herding took place that brought the ﬂocks of
sheep and goats and even, to some extent, the herds of cattle to higher mountain pastures during the summer. The winter quarters for the animals may have
been directly associated with the settlements (ibid., 194).
Whether it was the search for more arable land to support their burgeoning
populations and/or their displacement with the arrival of new groups from
the north with four-wheeled, oxen-driven wagons, the Kura-Araxes peoples
moved over some extended period beginning towards the end of the fourth
millennium far to the southwest across the Anatolian plateau to the Amuq
plain and beyond to today’s northern Israel, and to the southeast into northwestern Iran, along the Zagros mountains, and onto the Iranian plateau as least
as far as Kermanshah. This spread of “Early Transcaucasian” settlements has
long fascinated archaeologists (see, for example, the map in Roaf 1990: 80),
many of them speculating on the ethnic/linguistic identity of these migrants
and interpreting them as ancestral to Hurrians, Hittites, or other later historically attested peoples (e.g., Woolley 1953: 31–37). A. Sagona (1984) has
published the most complete list of Kura-Araxes sites and sees the movement
of these colonists ﬁrst out of central Georgia (Kvemo and Shida Kartli) to the
south followed by the development of distinctive regional traditions (Armenian, Upper Euphrates, Khirbet Kerak), and then a subsequent spread to the
northeast (Daghestan) and southeast into western Iran. Others have placed
the beginnings of the Kura-Araxes cultures along the Middle Araxes valley on
the Ararat plain and in Nakhicevan, with its subsequent spread ﬁrst to the
north and then south.
As reviewed above, the “homeland” of this culture is elusive or difﬁcult to
pinpoint precisely, a fact that may suggest that there is no single well-demarcated
area of origin, but multiple interacting areas including northeastern Anatolia
as far as the Erzurum area, the catchment area drained by the Upper Middle
Kura and Araxes Rivers in Transcaucasia, and the Caspian corridor and adjacent
mountainous regions of northeastern Azerbaijan and southeastern Daghestan.
Though broadly (and somewhat imprecisely) deﬁned, these regions constitute
the original core area where the Kura-Araxes “cultural-historical community”
emerged. Kura-Araxes materials found in other areas are intrusive in the local
sequences. Indeed, many, but not all, sites in the Malatya area along the Upper
Euphrates drainage of eastern Anatolia (Norsuntepe, Arslantepe) and western
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Iran (Yanik Tepe, Godin Tepe) exhibit a relatively sharp break in material
remains, including new forms of architecture and domestic dwellings, and
such changes support the interpretation of a subsequent spread or dispersal from
this broadly deﬁned core area in the north to the south. The archaeological
record seems to document a movement of peoples north to south across a very
extensive part of the Ancient Near East during the ﬁrst half to the middle
of the third millennium BC. Although migrations are notoriously difﬁcult to
document on archaeological evidence, these materials constitute one of the best
examples of prehistoric movements of peoples available for the Early Bronze
period. This dispersal needs to be restudied intensively. Here only a few general
observations can be made.
Firstly, calibrated radiocarbon dates are beginning to yield a consistent picture for the timing of this dispersal. The relevant VIB period at the extensively
excavated site of Arslantepe near Malatya dates ca. 2900–2700 BC, a date which
is supported essentially by evidence from neighboring sites such as Norsuntepe (Di Nocera 2000: 75–76). It is also apparently consistent with sites in the
Ezerum region farther east (Sagona 2000: 333). Related Khirbet-Kerak materials from northern Israel have been dated roughly from 2700 to 2450 BC (de
Miroschedji 2000: 258), suggesting an initial dispersal into the Upper Euphrates
basin at the very beginning of the third millennium (and after the collapse of the
Uruk expansion), followed by a subsequent movement to the southwest in
the second quarter of the third millennium. The chronological gap between
the appearance of Khirbet Kerak (or Red-Black Burnished [R. J. Braidwood
and L. S. Braidwood 1960]) ware on the Amuq plain and its appearance in
the southern Levant may have been somewhat overestimated. New relevant
radiocarbon dates from the southern Levant suggest that Khirbet Kerak ware
may ﬁrst have appeared ca. 2800–2700 BC, or almost simultaneous with its
appearance farther north (Philip and Millard 2000: 284). The overall pattern
seems reasonably clear: an initial spread across eastern Anatolia to the Upper
Euphrates basin at the very end of the fourth and beginning of the third millennium, followed by a relatively rapid diffusion (during the course of a century
or so?) farther southwest and ultimately to the eastern Mediterranean coast.
Sites in the Urmia basin with relevant materials (e.g., Geoy Tepe and Yanik
Tepe) seem to have been occupied already in the last centuries of the fourth
millennium (Voigt and Dyson 1992, vol. II: 137). “Early Transcaucasian” materials appear to be intrusive in this region; that is, they represent a break with
earlier Chalcolithic remains on these sites, but this movement appears to predate the spread into the Upper Euphrates area. One can only speculate that the
lack of an Uruk presence in northwestern Iran may have facilitated this earlier
movement to the east. Their spread farther south into central-western Iran
occurred later, though precisely how much later is still unclear. Carbon dates
are unavailable for the beginning of the relevant Godin IV period, though the
excavators (Weiss and Young 1975: 2) believed that there was only a short break
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in the sequence between this period and the underlying Godin V period that
can be dated to the last centuries of the fourth millennium and “signiﬁcant
percentages” of recognizable Kura-Araxes wares ﬁrst appear in the ﬁnal Godin
V levels (Badler 2002: 83, 107, ﬁg. 17). The assumption is that the Godin IV
period with its very distinctive Early Transcaucasian-related ceramic assemblage began in the early third millennium BC. Here too one wonders whether
there is some causal relationship: the collapse of the “Uruk outpost” at Godin
V (Algaze 1993: 60), accompanied by the protracted arrivals of Transcaucasian
settlers from the north.
Second, these “peoples of the hills” seem to have consciously avoided certain regions, including large settled areas on the northern Mesopotamian plain.
Less than a handful of Kura-Araxes sherds, for example, have been found at
Tell Brak ( J. Oates, personal communication), although apparently the ongoing excavations may have revealed more substantial evidence for Kura-Araxes
related remains in previously uninvestigated areas. Movements across the Anatolian plateau and into northern Mesopotamia and regions farther west were
undoubtedly very complex and involved more than just these dispersals from
Transcaucasia. Other groups may have crossed the Caucasus from the northwest and then intermingled with both the local peoples and the Transcaucasians
with whom they came into contact. A chain reaction was set in motion, with
incoming groups successively displacing one another.
There also remained relatively empty places that the Transcaucasians could
easily settle. They possibly destroyed or overran some settlements, whereas
others they avoided or left alone, presumably because the polities that occupied
them were more powerful. Although our knowledge of the distribution of the
sites containing Kura-Araxes materials is obviously dependent on the nature
and extent of the surveys conducted throughout these different regions, which
manifestly are not commensurate with one another, it also seems clear that not
all contiguous zones were equally affected by these dispersals. The spread was
not continuous and there are clear gaps in the distribution of sites containing
these materials, such as the dense concentration of Early Transcaucasian sites
in the Malatya region of eastern Anatolia (Fig. 3.18) or the gap in known
sites with Early Transcaucasian/Khirbet Kerak ceramics in Syria and Lebanon
between the Amuq plain and northern Israel, a break possibly to be explained
by coastal rather than overland contacts and movements of peoples (Philip and
Millard 2000: 287–288, 292, ﬁg. 1; also cf. De Miroschedji 2000: 278, ﬁg.
7). Despite the uneven coverage, these gaps to some extent must reﬂect the
historical reality that the newcomers from the north occupied only certain
selected regions.
It is obvious also that for the most part these dispersals do not represent
armed military invasions and that the movements involved considerable assimilation with preexisting local traditions, exacerbating the archaeologists’ task of
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Figure 3.18 Distribution map of Early Transcaucasian/Kura Araxes settlements in
Transcaucasia, eastern Anatolia, and northwestern Iran (after Rothman 2003: 96,
ﬁg. 4.1).

recognizing them. Populations expanded and intermingled with one another.
In these processes, social structures obviously must have changed. It is an archaeological truism today to note that pottery styles do not equate with peoples,
and the temptation to do so must be resisted. Nevertheless, the very frequency
of distinctive, seemingly intrusive ceramics and other items of material culture,
such as the highly speciﬁc ﬁgured andirons (Figs. 3.19 and 3.20), suggest that
this phenomenon, however short-lived, must have been reasonably substantial.
At Beth Shean, for example, the Khirbet Kerak pottery constitutes more than
60% of the total ceramic assemblage in levels 11–9 before dropping off to 38% in
level 8 and essentially disappearing in level 7 (as summarized in De Miroschedji
2000: 259). At the type site of Khirbet-Kerak (Beth Yerah), these wares constituted 20–30% of the sherds found on the site. The site itself is 20–25 ha.
in size (Albright 1926), or considerably larger than any known Kura-Araxes
site in Transcaucasia. Site size too, as we have seen with the gigantic Tripol’ye
settlements, cannot simplistically be equated with social complexity. The data,
however, is suggestive that the “peoples of the hills” transformed themselves
as they spread across large areas of the Ancient Near East.
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Figure 3.19 Figured hearth supports from Transcaucasia, eastern Anatolia, and SyriaPalestine (adapted from De Miroschedji 2000: 276, ﬁg. 5).
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Figure 3.20 (a) Figured andiron or hearth support from the Early/Midddle Bronze
Age site of Marki Alonia in Cyprus (adapted from Frankel and Webb 2000: 763, ﬁg. 3);
(b) Anthropomorphic andiron from Zveli, southern Georgia, with obsidian eye insets
(courtesy Akhaltsikhe museum).

It is unclear what was driving these dispersals. Possibly, the peoples involved
were in search of new sources of metal in Jordan or, more convincingly, in
Cyprus (cf. the recently excavated, Kura-Araxes-like hearth stands and evidence for migrants from southwestern Anatolia at the Early Bronze Age site
of Marki Alonia [Frankel 2000; Frankel and Webb 2000; Webb and Frankel
1999], Fig. 3.20a). It should be noted, however, that anthropomorphicﬁgured hearth stands for what are interpreted as altars in sanctuaries have
been found also on much earlier and seemingly unrelated Cucuteni-Tripol’ye
sites (Lazarovisi and Lazarovisi 2003: 422, 484, ﬁgs. 143–144); nevertheless,
because anthropomorphic representations are always, to some extent, going to

101

P1: FCW
052184780Xc03

102

CUFX073/Kohl

Printer: cupusbw

0 521 84811 3

November 8, 2006

2:5

The Making of Bronze Age Eurasia
resemble one another (insofar as they are remotely naturalistic), the question
of the speciﬁcity of the parallel must always be addressed before suggesting a
meaningful historical connection. The resemblance in this latter case may be
fortuitous.
The settlers from Transcaucasia may have been skilled metallurgists, but why
leave a metalliferous region like the Caucasus for unknown sources? Moreover,
Khirbet Kerak materials are not found in the metal-bearing Wadi Feinan area
south of the Dead Sea (De Miroschedi’s 2000: 264). Perhaps they were simply
in search of more and better arable land with natural population increases,
replicating on a much larger scale the movements from the highlands to the
plains that we thought may have characterized the initial spread of Kura-Araxes
settlements within Transcaucasia? Possibly, but why did they move and not others? Another factor may also have been at work: people were not only moving
south out of the Caucasus, but also may have been moving into Transcaucasia
from the north – at least at some point beginning towards the middle of the
third millennium (see the new calibrated dates for the “early kurgan cultures”
of Transcaucasia, Kavtaradze 1999: 81).
It is hard to distinguish cause from effect here: did peoples move into the
rich Alazani and Kura valleys because others had moved out, or were the KuraAraxes peoples moving south because of the incursions of peoples from farther
north? Before examining the materials from the late Early and Middle Bronze
kurgan cultures of Transcaucasia, let us brieﬂy review evidence for occupation
of the Caspian littoral plain during the second half of the fourth and third
millennia BC.
THE CASPIAN COASTAL PLAIN OF SOUTHEASTERN
DAGHESTAN AND NORTHEASTERN AZERBAIJAN – THE
VELIKENT EARLY AND MIDDLE BRONZE “COMPONENT” OF
THE KURA-ARAXES “CULTURAL-HISTORICAL COMMUNITY”;
THE SEQUENCE FROM VELIKENT AND RELATED BRONZE AGE
SITES, CA. 3600–1900 BC

Soviet archaeologists have long recognized the presence of Kura-Araxes traits
on Early Bronze Age sites in the northeastern Caucasus, referring to the Daghestan “variant” of this culture (for a classic exposition, see Munchaev 1975:
172–191). It is also clear that this “variant” had very speciﬁc features, many of
which can be traced back directly to so-called Chalcolithic remains from mountainous Daghestan, particularly as documented at the site of Ginchi (Gadzhiev
1991: 34–78), and these Chalcolithic settlements in turn had their own ancestral roots in local Neolithic and Mesolithic developments, as documented at
the site of Chokh (ibid., 110–126; Amirkhanov 1987). The Daghestan “variant” of the Kura-Araxes cultural tradition, thus, contains speciﬁc distinctive
features related to these local roots that distinguish it from the more “classic”
Kura-Araxes settlements in Transcaucasia to the south. Moreover, the Early
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Bronze materials from Daghestan exhibit parallels with Maikop remains to the
northwest and with materials also found farther north on the western Eurasian
steppes, particularly in terms of metals and polished stone weapons, such as
shaft-hole axe/hammers (battle axes) and perforated mace heads. The architecture on Early Bronze coastal plain sites varies from circular mud-brick freestanding architecture (e.g. at Serker-tepe in northeastern Azerbaijan) to deeply
dug oval and circular pit-houses and even sunken, multi-roomed structures
(e.g., at Velikent in southeastern Daghestan).
It may even be somewhat misleading to refer to the highly syncretic Early
Bronze remains from the northeastern Caucasus as a “variant” of the KuraAraxes culture – whatever that means. These remains seem sufﬁciently distinctive to warrant renaming them after the most extensively excavated Early and
Middle Bronze Age site in the northeastern Caucasus, namely, that of Velikent
on the Caspian plain of southeastern Daghestan. The temptation to deﬁne a
new culture, however, must be resisted because there already exist too many
archaeological cultures distributed across southern Russia (cf. the discussion in
Chapter 1); to continue this proliferation only compounds the problem. Here
reference will be to the Velikent “component” of the Kura-Araxes culturalhistorical community, a less than satisfactory term that acknowledges the basic
similarities in ceramics and portable hearth supports within the Kura-Araxes
tradition, but also emphasizes the regionally distinctive and steppe-like features
of the material remains most thoroughly documented at Velikent. Scores of
Velikent component sites are known from both the coastal plain south of Izberbash, Daghestan roughly to Divichi, northeastern Azerbaijan and in the immediately adjacent piedmont and mountainous regions to the west (Fig. 3.21).
As described earlier, the Caspian littoral plain forms the only unimpeded
corridor around the Great Caucasus Mountains, linking the steppes to the
north with Transcaucasia and the Anatolian and Iranian plateaus to the south.
Peoples moving into Transcaucasia from the north would almost certainly
have traveled down this corridor, encountering the settlements existing there.
Preliminary survey reconnaissances to the south of Velikent and in northeastern
Azerbaijan, as well as limited excavations on sites to the north at least as far
as the contemporary town of Izberbash, have shown that sites with materials
similar to those from Velikent were relatively densely distributed on this section
of the coastal plain during Early Bronze times (Gadzhiev 1991: 128; Gadzhiev
et al. 2000: 47–56; Khalilov et al. 1991). Early Bronze sites in mountainous
Daghestan, such as Mekegi, Galgalati, and Chirkei, as well as in Chechnya
to the northwest, such as Serzhen’-Yurt, contain materials closely related to
those from Velikent (Gadzhiev 1991: 140–163), though obviously architectural
traditions differ between the two zones with fairly simple one-roomed standing
stone structures being characteristic in the mountains and mud-brick and pithouses being typical on the coastal plain.
In other words, this Velikent “component” of the Kura-Araxes culture has
a reasonably widespread distribution throughout the northeastern Caucasus.

103

P1: FCW
052184780Xc03

104

CUFX073/Kohl

Printer: cupusbw

0 521 84811 3

November 8, 2006

2:5

The Making of Bronze Age Eurasia

Figure 3.21. Early and Middle Bronze Age Velikent component sites of the KuraAraxes cultural-historical community in the northeastern Caucasus (map compiled by
R.G. Magomedov).

There is practically no earlier evidence for Chalcolithic sites on the littoral plain,
as there is in the mountains, suggesting that the coastal plain was ﬁrst settled
during the middle of the fourth millennium BC, or slightly later than early
Maikop sites to the northwest and roughly contemporaneous with the initial
appearance of Kura-Araxes sites to the south. The essentially simultaneous
emergence of the different components of the Kura-Araxes cultural-historical
community seems to coincide roughly with the so-called Uruk expansion up
the Euphrates and onto the eastern Anatolian plateau.
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Figure 3.22. The cemetery and settlement terraces at Velikent on the Caspian coastal
plain (adapted from Kohl, Gadzhiev, and Magomedov 2002: 115, ﬁg. 7.3).

The Early Bronze Age site of Velikent was occupied from the mid-fourth to
the early second millennium BC (or ca. 3600–1900 BC as based on a series of
calibrated radiocarbon determinations). Its cultural remains, which consist of
separate burial and settlement areas set on the top of ﬁve natural clay terraces,
extend intermittently over approximately 28 ha. (Fig. 3.22). Excavations at the
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type site of Velikent have been the most extensive and have yielded the most
materials, particularly from its collective catacomb burials, where hundreds
of metal and polished stone objects and complete ceramic vessels have been
recovered. Large circular dwellings with internal features such as hearths and
benches and made of dried mud-bricks, some of which were occasionally
ﬁred, characterized the earliest building horizon (Gadzhiev et al. 2000: 63).
Subsequently, the architectural tradition changed, and deeply dug pit houses
became the norm. An even later multi-roomed building, which had been
extensively burned, was excavated above a series of these deep circular pithouses, though the rooms of this building, which were reinforced with wooden
posts, ﬂat river boulders, and even columns of stones set on top of one another
reinforcing the corners (ibid., 76–77), were dug down into the natural clay
terrace and not built-up as in the ﬁrst building horizon. This multi-roomed
burned building was not a domestic structure but served some public function,
possibly associated with ceramic production and storage.
Thus, there was a very signiﬁcant shift in building traditions not long after
Velikent had been initially settled. The earliest horizon has numerous parallels
with Kura-Araxes materials from sites to the south, whereas the later levels,
which are deeply dug down from the surface, may reﬂect more northern
inﬂuences as well as represent a unique local adaptation to the dense clay
terraces into which they were dug and into which they also dug their collective
catacomb burials. The forms of the tombs with their attached entrance pits
closely resemble or even consciously emulate the deeply sunken circular pithouse dwellings. Although one can trace strong continuities in the ceramics
and stone and bone tool industries from the earliest to latest levels at the site, it is
unclear whether the site was continuously occupied or periodically abandoned,
possibly owing to transgressions and regressions of the Caspian Sea (M. Martı́n
Sánchez, P. López Garcia, and J. A. López Sáez 2000). The initial settlers at
the site arrived with metal-working skills, for arsenical copper/bronzes and
ceramic molds for casting objects appear in the earliest levels.
They also initially produced very ﬁne, highly ﬁred ceramics with impressed
designs that probably were turned on a wheel. These “high-quality” wares,
which constitute approximately 10% of the total ceramic assemblage in the
early levels (Fig. 3.23), are also found at the site of Serzhen-Yurt to the northwest in Chechnya (Munchaev 1975: 340, ﬁg. 76) and also distantly resemble “Uruk-related” ﬁne ceramics with impressed designs from northern Syria
(Lyonnet, personal communication). Their quality of manufacture bespeaks
more a connection with the south (northern Mesopotamia?) than with the
ceramics from the steppes to the north, despite superﬁcial similarities in terms
of the impressed designs. These “high-quality” wares were not found in the
multi-roomed building or in the latest excavated pit houses on the northern
settlement mound at Velikent; that is, they disappear at some point during the
occupational sequence at the site.
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Figure 3.23. “High-quality,” apparently wheel-turned ceramic from Velikent –
present at beginning of occupation of site, found as far west as Serzhen-Yurt in
Chechnya and as far south as Serker-tepe (Borispol-tepe) in northeastern Azerbaijan.

A wealth of materials has been recovered from the salvage excavations of
ﬁfteen collective catacomb tombs at the site (Fig. 3.24). It is unclear how long
such tombs were in use, and materials from them can be seriated into earlier
and later groups. Two calibrated dates, taken from two separate tombs, almost
perfectly overlap and date roughly 2850–2400 BC (Gadzhiev et al. 2000: 88,
note 22), suggesting that burials were being interred in them during the ﬁrst
half of the third millennium. It is possible, if not likely, that some continued
to be used during the latter part of the third millennium or Middle Bronze
times and show clear relations with (or form part of?) the so-called later Middle
Bronze Ginchi culture of mountainous Daghestan and Chechnya (Magomedov
1998; n.b., this culture should not be confused with the previously mentioned
Chalcolithic site of Ginchi, which is also located in mountainous Daghestan).
A few highly burnished, occasionally incised vessels and fragments have been
recovered from these collective tombs that closely resemble so-called Bedeni
vessels found in the large early kurgans in the Kakheti and Kvemo Kartli regions
of eastern Georgia (Gadzhiev et al. 2000: 88–89; Miron and Orthmann 1995:
233–236). These earliest pre-Trialeti kurgans will be described below; here it is
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relevant to note that specialists divide them into two chronologically successive
groups: the earlier Martkopi and the later Bedeni phases, which are named
after excavated clusters of kurgans from these two areas in Georgia. Bedeni
materials also have been found in some of the kurgans excavated at Martkopi.
Calibrated radiocarbon dates from these kurgans are not entirely consistent,
as is also the case for the dates from the later Middle Bronze Trialeti kurgans
(compare Kavtaradze 1999: 81 and 86). In general, however, the calibrated dates
support a higher chronology, pushing the initial appearance of the Martkopi
phase kurgans back towards the middle, if not into the early, third millennium
BC. Thus, the presence of occasional Bedeni-like materials in the Velikent
collective catacomb tombs is not surprising in chronological terms. The more
interesting question is what their presence suggests in terms of the cultural and
historical relations between these two regions.
Spectroscopic analysis of 195 metal artifacts from the ﬁrst excavated collective
tomb at Velikent showed that most were made of arsenical copper or bronze,
but surprisingly 15 (or approximately 8%) of the total analyzed corpus proved
to be deliberately alloyed tin-bronzes, representing some of the earliest tinbronzes found in the Caucasus. Only ornaments, not tools and weapons, were
made of tin-bronze at Velikent, possibly suggesting that the distinctive color
of the exotic metal enhanced its value (for a more extended discussion of
the cultural value inherent in the Velikent tin-bronzes and silver artifacts, cf.
Peterson 2003: 34–37). The ornaments made of tin-bronze at Velikent also
occur as arsenical copper/bronzes; thus, it is possible that the tin-bronzes were
received in semiprocessed forms or as ingots (Gadzhiev et al. 1997: 191, ﬁg. 8,
no. 3), and then worked by the local smiths to produce distinctively colored,
but immediately recognizable ornaments, particularly bracelets.
A few tin-bronzes occur on late Kura-Araxes sites in Georgia and Armenia
(Kavtaradze 1999: 84–86; Tedesco, personal communication), but they begin
to appear with any regularity only during this early kurgan period. According
to Kavtaradze (ibid., 86), most of the bronzes from the Bedeni phase kurgans
are tin-bronzes, containing 8 to 15% admixtures of tin. The source(s) of the tin
are unknown, though not local, and lead-isotope analyses conducted on a few
of the previously analyzed tin-bronzes from Velikent suggest that they could
possibly be coming from the same eastern (?) sources that brought early tinbronzes to Troy in northwestern Anatolia and, at a later date, tin-bronzes to Tell
Abraq in the Arab Emirates (Kohl 2002a; Weeks 1999). This analytical evidence
is more tantalizing than deﬁnitive, but it is consistent with the notion of the
long-distance sporadic exchange of semiprocessed tin-bronzes and/or prestige
goods that may have indirectly linked sites from as far west as the eastern Adriatic
coast (Primas 2002: 304–305) to the northeastern Mediterranean across the
Black Sea and /or west Eurasian steppes to the Caucasus and eastwards possibly
to sources in southwestern Afghanistan or even farther east.
Most of the hundreds of bronzes artifacts from the collective tombs at
Velikent represent fairly typical forms, such as awls, chisels, simple tanged
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Figure 3.24. Plan of collective catacomb tomb 11 from Velikent (adapted from
Gadzhiev et al. 2000: 84, ﬁg. 38).

knives, ﬂat axes/adzes, and heavy shaft-hole axes, characteristic of Chernykh’s
Circumpontic Metallurgical Province (Fig. 3.25). The metal ornaments from
Velikent, such as the anchor-shaped pendants and the straight and crook-headed
toggle pins perforated and ﬂattened in the middle, are more distinctively characteristic of Velikent (Fig. 3.26), suggesting that they did not diffuse as widely
as the tools and weapons; the circular bronze medallions with a characteristic
bent loop for suspension, on the other hand, have been found repeatedly on the
steppes, suggesting contact with that area (cf. Nechitailo 1991: cover illustration
and 86–87). The ground polished stone industry includes circular, pear-shaped,
and knobbed mace heads and ceremonial shaft-hole axe-hammers or battle
axes that are frequently encountered in excavated kurgans found farther to the
northwest, including burials of the Novotitorovskaya culture (Gei 2000: 156).
Clay models of wheels with projecting hubs have been found on the earlier
settlement mound at Velikent and have been recovered from the surface of
Velikent culture sites south of Derbent on the ﬁnal coastal bay north of the
Samur River and the border with Azerbaijan (Gadzhiev et al. 2000: 56, ﬁg. 9).
Such wheel models, which are typologically distinctive from the bone spindle
whorls also found at Velikent, are frequently interpreted as evidence for the
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Figure 3.25. Characteristic metal (1–13, 25–28) and stone (14–24) tools and weapons
from collective catacomb tombs at Velikent (drawn by R.G. Magomedov).

existence of wheeled transport, and current opinion suggests that it is roughly
around the middle of the fourth millennium BC that wheeled transport ﬁrst
appears, stretching across a vast interconnected region from northern Europe
to southern Mesopotamia (Bakker et al. 1999). The precise determination of
which area or which archaeological culture ﬁrst developed wheeled vehicles
may prove impossible to document archaeologically simply because the technology diffused as rapidly as it did across this vast contiguous area. The question
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Figure 3.26. Metal ornaments from Velikent (drawn by R.G. Magomedov).

of origins, however, is much less signiﬁcant than this phenomenon of convergence, this almost simultaneous evidence for the early use of wheeled vehicles
stretching from northern Germany and southern Poland south across Anatolia
to southern Mesopotamia, beginning ca. 3500 BC or immediately after the
collapse of the gigantic Tripol’ye settlements.
Wheeled vehicles can be used for different purposes by different cultures
(or different purposes by the same culture) across this interconnected area;
they can serve military purposes, function to transport traded goods, such as
semiprocessed metal ores and ingots, and facilitate the development of a new,
more mobile way of life based principally on cattle herding. It is shortly after
the introduction of wheeled transport that evidence for its massive utilization
on the western Eurasian steppes is documented in the excavation of scores of
kurgans containing wheeled carts with tripartite wooden wheels. These were
not the chariots of a military aristocracy but the heavy, ponderous carts and
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wagons of cowboys who were developing a form of mobile Bronze Age pastoral
economy that fundamentally differed from the classic Eurasian nomadism that
is later attested historically and ethnographically.
The actual existence of wheeled vehicles has been extensively documented
in Novotitorovskaya culture burials on the Kuban steppe to the northwest
(Fig. 3.31) and, less frequently, in the monumental early kurgan tombs of
Transcaucasia, both of which begin apparently during the ﬁrst half of the third
millennium BC, or during the period when the catacomb collective burials,
occasionally with Bedeni-like vessels, were ﬁrst utilized at Velikent. One does
not yet have comparable evidence from kurgans on the Caspian coastal plain,
many of which, unfortunately, have been leveled during the past ﬁfty years
with the intensive modern settlement and utilization of the plain. The plain
once was dotted with kurgans dating to various periods, and it is now necessary
to locate and excavate the earliest of them, such as still remain.
Currently available settlement pattern evidence suggests that this part of the
Caspian plain extending south from Velikent to northern Azerbaijan may have
been largely abandoned at the end of the third or beginning of the second
millennium BC, though it is unclear whether the local inhabitants of the plain
retreated into the mountains to the west for ecological reasons and/or were
displaced south or north because of the periodic movements of peoples off
the steppes and down the coastal plain into Transcaucasia, movements that
may have begun roughly during the middle of the third millennium BC or
even earlier, if the revised dating and cultural identiﬁcation of the Sé Girdan
kurgans in northwestern Iran is correct (cf. earlier discussion). Such postulated
migrations did not represent armed invasions so much as cattle herders moving
south with their families on oxen-driven wagons in search of better pastures
for their animals. They partially assimilated with the local Velikent and KuraAraxes peoples, as represented by continuities evident in the materials from
both cultures.
There was a sharp break in the distribution of settlements in Transcaucasia
that occurred during the late Early Bronze period, possibly beginning around
the middle of the third millennium; speciﬁcally, the dense distribution of KuraAraxes settlements was followed by a much more sparse distribution of known
settlements and a sharp increase in burial sites during the late Early and Middle
Bronze periods. This pronounced change in the material culture record, the
dramatic decline in settlements and increase in burial sites, unfortunately, is
not sufﬁciently emphasized in Kushnareva’s otherwise excellent discussion of
Transcaucasia during the late Early and Middle Bronze periods (cf, her introductory comments to the Transcaucasian Middle Bronze Age 1997: 81); that
is, if one superﬁcially compares the distribution maps of Kura-Araxes Early
Bronze remains in Transcaucasia with those of the subsequent Middle Bronze
period (ibid., 46–86), the marked discontinuity in settlement pattern would not
be immediately apparent. The difference, however, is striking: an abundance
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of known settlements and a relative paucity of mortuary remains is followed by
a precipitous decline in known settlements and the advent of essentially new,
monumental raised burial mounds (cf. Dschaparidze 2001: 101–102).
Moreover, the post Kura-Araxes settlements that have been investigated, such
as the site of Uzerlik-Tepe in Azerbaijan, are impressively fortiﬁed on a scale not
characteristic of the earlier Kura-Araxes settlements, and there is more diversity
evident in the material culture remains, as is evident in Kushnareva’s delineation
of ﬁve Middle Bronze overlapping archaeological cultures: Western, Trialeti,
Karmirberd, Kizylvank, and Sevan-Uzerlik (Kushnareva 1997: 84–85). These
supplanted the earlier, more homogeneous Kura-Araxes remains. What is the
signiﬁcance of such a sharp shift in settlement patterns?
THE EARLY KURGAN CULTURES OF TRANSCAUCASIA – THE
ARRIVALS OF NEW PEOPLES, CHANGES IN SUBSISTENCE
ECONOMIC PRACTICES, AND THE EMERGENCE
OF SOCIAL COMPLEXITY

Some raised earthen burial mounds have been found in association with late
Kura-Araxes settlements (e.g., at Satkhe in Djavakheti); they are not typical,
however. Single, paired, and collective Kura-Araxes burials have been excavated
both within settlements and in separate cemeteries adjacent to the settlements
(e.g., at Amiranis-gora in Djavakheti). They are not typically mounded, but
simple pits sometimes lined with stones. The mortuary evidence from Transcaucasia radically changes with the advent of the early kurgan cultures found
initially in eastern and central Georgia. Georgian archaeologists distinguish two
early phases of kurgan construction – Martkopi and Bedeni, which are named
respectively after clusters of kurgans found immediately east and southwest of
Tbilisi; other clusters of kurgans in the Alazan valley of eastern Georgia (e.g.,
at Tsnori) and some on the Tsalka plateau near Trialeti are also related to this
period of the late Early Bronze kurgan cultures of Transcaucasia.
Absolute dating for the initial appearance of these large kurgans is somewhat contradictory, though most calibrated radiocarbon dates (cf. Kavtaradze
1999: 81) suggest that this process may have been underway at the end of the
ﬁrst half of the third millennium BC and then continuing into the second
half of the third millennium. If this dating is basically correct, it suggests that
the monumental early kurgans of Transcaucasia appear after the initial spread
of Kura-Araxes peoples to the south, and that these kurgan cultures overlap
chronologically with the latest phases of the Kura-Araxes culture in Transcaucasia (e.g., at Sachkere in Imereti). Mortuary remains continue to dominate
the Transcaucasian archaeological record throughout the Middle Bronze Age,
a period that traditionally continues – on the basis principally of synchronisms with the shaft-graves at Mycenae – down to the middle of the second
millennium BC.
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Unfortunately, very few settlement sites bridge the development from
the Early Bronze Kura-Araxes culture to the regional Middle Bronze variants deﬁned by Kushnareva. The important site of Berikldeebi (Glonti and
Dzhavakhisvili 1987) along the left bank of the Kura River in Shida Kartli is
an exception. This settlement has a ceramic sequence that extends from Late
Chalcolithic pre–Kura-Araxes levels to the Late Bronze Age, including a welldeﬁned occupation containing ceramics identical to those recovered from the
early Bedeni kurgans. The site is small (0.5 ha.), badly pitted, and has a relatively
thin cultural deposit (less than 2 m.). Berikldeebi’s long, apparently continuous sequence is most important for the relative ordering of materials, but, on
current understanding, it is also exceptional and can hardly be cited to justify
a general continuity of occupation in the Caucasus from Late Chalcolithic to
Late Bronze times.
Some materials from the later collective catacomb tombs at Velikent mound
III and from the synchronous, later levels of the settlement mound II at Velikent
suggest that occupation at this site and presumably at other Velikent culture sites
on the Caspian littoral plain may have continued into the late third and possibly
into the beginning of the second millennium BC. As already mentioned, occasional Bedeni ceramic “imports” have been recovered from the later collective
tombs, strengthening the basic chronological link between these materials and
those from the early kurgan cultures of Transcaucasia. But afterwards settlement on the Caspian coast appears at least to have been largely interrupted,
not resuming on a major scale until possibly Early Medieval times.
These shifts in settlement patterns must reﬂect a fundamental change in
subsistence practices and increased social differentiation during late Early and
Middle Bronze times. Some of the monumental, so-called great early kurgans
(e.g., no. 1 at Tsnori) are spread across nearly 3 ha., encompassing a greater
area than most known Kura-Araxes settlements! Kushnareva (1997: 229–233)
has attempted to reconstruct the total number of “man-days” of labor needed
to construct the kurgans found at Bedeni, Tsnori, and Uch-tepe on the Mil
steppe of Azerbaijan and has come up with a ﬁgure of 48,000 days of labor
for the largest kurgan from the last group. Although such calculations may
be inﬂated or, at best, provide only approximate estimates of the required
work, they still give some idea of the organization and expenditure of energy
needed to construct these monumental houses for the dead with their elaborate
wooden structures covered by massive stone mounds that can exceed 100 m.
in diameter and 20 m. in height. Some kurgans on the Tsalka plateau in
Georgia have stone-lined “procession ways” stretching more than 100 meters
and sometimes linking one kurgan to another (Litscheli 2001: 65; Puturidze
2003; Fig. 3.27).
A plausible case can be made for the occasional practice of human sacriﬁce on the basis of the presence of secondary burials without grave goods
accompanying the principal, richly accoutered interment found in these tombs.
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Figure 3.27. (a) Stone “procession way” between two kurgans near the Santa village,
Tsalka (adapted from Litscheli 2001: 65); (b) Drawing of kurgans with stone-lined
processional ways, Tsalka, Georgia (adapted from Puturidze 2003: 124, ﬁg. 5.9); (c)
Wooden “house of the dead,” the great Bedeni kurgan 5 (adapted from Lordkipanidze
2001: 13; caption translated from German: 1) construction pit; 2) plank wooden ﬂoor;
3) threshold; 4) longitudinal beams; 5) posts; 6) transverse beams; 7) roof beam; 8)
grave chamber wall; 9) wall ﬁll comprised of stones, earth, and wood; 12) interwoven
bast mat; b) four-wheeled wagon; c) grave inventory; d) skeletal remains; e) metal
objects).

Materials found in these tombs include precious silver and gold vessels, ﬁgurines, jewelry, and decorated felts. Tin-bronze weapons and tools are regularly
found alongside arsenical copper/bronzes, and four-wheeled wooden wagons
with tripartite wheels of the type earlier found in the Kuban region of the
northwestern Caucasus also regularly appear in the larger kurgans from the
Bedeni phase through Middle Bronze times.
Social differentiation and unstable political conditions also are evident in the
iconographic representations on some of the vessels. The famous silver goblet
from the Middle Bronze Karashamb kurgan found north of Yerevan is most
instructive in this respect. This goblet, which closely resembles one earlier
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Figure 3.28. Karashamb silver goblet (adapted from Tiratsian 1992: 39).

excavated in Kurgan XVII in the Trialeti kurgans from the Tsalka plateau of
southern Georgia, contains ﬁve bands of naturalistic and one band of geometric
representations. The second and third bands from the top, which encircle
the central body of the goblet, contain particularly vivid images (Fig. 3.28).
A ceremonial banquet and procession scene occupies the second row with
musicians playing behind a seated central ﬁgure, who is shown larger than
the others and appears to be feasting on the various foods set on a table in
front of him. This procession and feasting scene is then ﬂanked by a row of
ﬁghting warriors. In the band beneath there appears a scene showing a warrior
stabbing his opponent, followed by a lion, three standing headless ﬁgures, a
feline-headed bird of prey of indisputably Mesopotamian or, more generally,
West Asian inspiration, a ﬁghter apparently decapitating a hapless victim or
prisoner, and a seated ﬁgure holding a weapon before a column of disarticulated
human heads set next to what can be interpreted as war booty: arrayed shields
and metal weapons.
The representations are fascinating for their combination of local and more
general, pan-West Asian traits, such as the feline-headed bird of prey and the
processional scene with the central seated ﬁgure, feted by the musicians and
the retainers serving him liquid and solid foods. Militarism, as reﬂected in the
arrayed weaponry and depictions of combat and decapitation, appears endemic
in the society. Social hierarchy and differential access to power are also clearly
evident in these scenes.
The Karashamb goblet is unquestionably related to the earlier excavated
silver goblet from Trialeti, the culture of which is dated traditionally to the
Middle Bronze Age, or to the ﬁrst half of the second millennium BC. Trialeti
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Figure 3.29. Anchor-shaped, shaft-hole ceremonial axes from (a) Karashamb, (b)
Bedeni, and (c) Kyurduluk (compiled from Pilipossian 1996: 65, no. 33 for the
Karashamb axe; Dschaparidze 2001: 106 for the Bedeni axe; and Akhundov 2001:
cover for the Kyurduluk axe).

black geometric designed and black-on-red painted wares can easily be distinguished from those from the earlier Martkopi and Bedeni kurgans, which
are much more closely related to the preceding Kura-Araxes ceramic tradition.
Similarly, there is a change in burial practice from the late Early Bronze monumental kurgans, with their principal interred and occasional accompanying
individuals, to that of cremation in the Trialeti Middle Bronze kurgans. Possibly, such differences can be explained in terms of different ethnic groups who
have successively crossed the Caucasus Mountains into Transcaucasia. It is true
also that features of continuity can be observed and that the traditional division
between late Early and Middle Bronze remains both on the western Eurasian
steppes and in the Caucasus is imprecise, exhibiting considerable chronological overlap as based on calibrated radiocarbon determinations. At least some
Middle Bronze sequences date to the third millennium BC (Chernykh et al.
2000: 41–42).
One striking illustration (Fig. 3.29) of chronological and typological continuity is provided by the anchor-shaped, shaft-hole ceremonial silver axe (Pilipossian 1996: 65, no. 33) that was found together with the silver goblet in the
Karashamb kurgan. The highly distinctive shape of this axe is precisely paralleled by bronze axes from Idzhevan in northern Armenia (Kushnareva 1997:
107, ﬁg. 45, no. 21), from kurgan 14 in the Kyurduluk cluster of kurgans just
southwest of Sheki in northwestern Azerbaijan (Akhundov 2001: cover, and
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Figure 3.30. Polished stone axe-hammers (or battle axes) from Novotitorovskaya culture sites and comparisons with other steppe examples, Troy (no. 12), and Daghestan
13–14; cf. also stone axe-hammers from Velikent, Fig. 3.24, nos. 14–19 above (adapted
from Gei 2000: 156, ﬁg. 47).

295, pl. XXXV, no. 3), from kurgan 12 at Bedeni (Dschaparidze 2001: 106),
and from private grave 691 in the Royal Cemetery at Ur (Woolley 1934, vol. I:
pl. 224, type A 14). The last example suggests that this type of axe was initially
produced at least sometime toward the middle of the third millennium BC.
It also should be noted that this ceremonial axe from the Bedeni kurgan was
made of tin-bronze with a 9.2% concentration of tin (Gambaschidze et al.
2001: 270).
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Figure 3.31. Wagons found in Kurgans of the Novotitorovskaya Culture (Lebedi 1,
kurgan 2) (adapted from Gei 2000: 30, ﬁg. 5).

Parallels from the early kurgans can be drawn also to materials found in
Velikent “component” sites on the Caspian plain and in the steppes north of
the great Caucasus range. Thus, a stone “battle-axe” of a type common in the
northern Caucasus and southern Russia was found in one of the Martkopi
kurgans (Dshaparidse 1995: 75), as were gold spiral pendants presumably worn
about the temples or in the hair (ibid.), pear-shaped ground marble mace-heads
(Miron and Orthmann 1995: 233), and perforated animal-toothed pendants
(ibid., 228). Very similar materials are found in the collective catacomb tombs
at Velikent (cf. Gadzhiev et al. 1997: 191; Gadzhiev et al. 2000: 91, 92), and
the stone battle-axes are very typical for Novotitorovskaya culture remains in
the Kuban region of the northwestern Caucasus (Gei 2000: 156; Fig. 3.30).
Most signiﬁcant, of course, is the parallel appearance of oxen-driven wooden
wagons in Novotitorovskaya kurgans and, more generally, in kurgans in the
western Eurasian steppes from Novosvobodnaya, Pit-Grave, Early Catacomb,
Kemi-Oba, and other related culture sites north of the Great Caucasus
range and less frequently in the large kurgans of the Late Early Bedeni
and Middle Bronze Trialeti-related cultures in Transcaucasia (Fig. 3.31). Gei
(2000: 176–177) estimates that the remains of more than 250 wagons have
been excavated in kurgans from the Kuban area and across the southeastern
European steppes, 115 of them to be attributed to the Novotitorovskaya culture
of the former region. The parallel appearance of similarly constructed wagons
in both areas cannot be coincidental but must be historically related, possibly
as suggested here through the continuous movement of cattle herders north
to south around the great Caucasus range. One cannot fail to observe also the
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nearly simultaneous appearance of such oxen-driven wagons in the “royal”
tombs of southern Mesopotamia, tombs that contain striking parallels in precious jewelry and bronze weapons with remains from the Caucasus. It should
be emphasized, however, that many more wagons have been excavated north of
the Great Caucasus Mountains suggesting possibly their more practical, every
day use on the steppes than the apparently ritualistic/ceremonial purposes they
principally performed south of the Great Caucasus.
The societies responsible for the construction of the large late Early and
Middle Bronze kurgans in Transcaucasia were not egalitarian but must have
been ruled by a paramount leader or chief who was capable of waging war
and amassing labor on a signiﬁcant scale to raise these monumental mortuary mounds. The number of known settlements decreased dramatically from
the earlier time of the Kura-Araxes cultural community, and the later Middle
Bronze settlements that have been excavated, such as at Uzerlik-Tepe, were
heavily fortiﬁed, safely encircled behind massive stone walls, again reﬂecting
unsettled, perpetually bellicose conditions. It is thought, though not yet conclusively demonstrated, that the earliest fortresses with cyclopean stone architecture, which typically are located in steep or relatively inaccessible locations
such as the citadel of Schaori on top of a steep peak overlooking the western shore of Lake Paravani in Djavakheti (Litscheli 2001: 65), may ﬁrst date
to the Middle Bronze period. Later during the Late Bronze/Early Iron Age,
such citadels became a characteristic feature of the Transcaucasian landscape
(Badalyan et al. 2003).
Some of the early kurgan clusters, such as the Bedeni kurgans on the TetriTskaro plateau, the Meskheti kurgans on the Niaili plateau, and the Trialeti
kurgans on the Tsalka plateau, are found in highland areas more likely used as
summer pasture lands than places of intensive agriculture. Others, located in the
Alazan valley or on the Mil steppe, may have been areas where pastoralists drove
their ﬂocks and quartered themselves during the winter months. Kushnareva’s
reconstruction (1997: 230) is reasonable:
The pasturing of herds of animals in the high mountains during the spring
and summer seasons compels us to view those areas of the Mil steppe where
kurgans were erected and the mountains of the neighboring Caucasus as
a single cultural-economic region. And if the annual herding cycle was
approximately the same in antiquity, it would seem logical that the building
of the kurgans took place during the winter months with the slackening
of herding activities, at a time when the herders had descended from the
mountains.

Conversely, those kurgans found on the plateaus were most likely constructed
during the summer months when the herders had driven their herds from
the valleys and steppes onto these highland areas then covered with luxuriant grasses. Such annual movements of pastoralists are known ethnographically
(e.g., herders wintering in the Alazan valley of eastern Georgia and then driving
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their ﬂocks to the Djavakheti plateau for its summer pastures), and the physical
separation of the kurgan clusters and the general lack of obvious agricultural
settlements suggest that a similar pattern of annual movement had been established already by late Early and Middle Bronze times. This interpretation does
not mean that agriculture had been abandoned or that the composition of the
herds during this initial period was similar to that recorded ethnographically.
More data on settlement patterns and subsistence practices needs to be gathered
to determine these issues.
Cattle herding pastoralists, who habitually utilized ponderous oxen-driven
wagons, gradually moved south from the western Eurasian steppes into Transcaucasia. As they came into contact with the remaining Kura-Araxes related
peoples, their material culture and economic activities necessarily changed.
Assimilation is evident in the continuities between Kura-Araxes and Bedeni
ceramics, such as sharply carinated, highly burnished black vessels, and is to
be expected in other aspects of material culture, including basic economic
activities. This reconstruction is potentially testable. Over time, the immigrant
cattle herders developed a more mixed economy with more varied compositions of their herds, including greater reliance on sheep and goats. Replacement
was partial, not total, and the Early Kurgan and Middle Bronze cultures that
emerged were hybrids exhibiting features both local and nonlocal in origin.
CONCLUSION – SOME LATER DEVELOPMENTS IN CAUCASIAN
PREHISTORY AND SHIFTS IN THE PRODUCTION
AND EXCHANGE OF METALS

Traditionally the Late Bronze period in Transcaucasia begins around the middle
of the second millennium BC. Several different regional archaeological cultures
(e.g., in Georgia, Iori-Alazan, Shida Kartli or Samtavro, Colchidean/Koban)
are recognized. Settlements once more are documented on a large scale and
include the fortiﬁed sites with cyclopean stone architecture perched on inaccessible, easily defended promontories or on the steep slopes of mountains,
as well as more open settlements located in lower-lying plains. The Caucasus
now appears even more densely settled than in Kura-Araxes times, with Late
Bronze sites located in valleys and in piedmont regions “beneath nearly every
contemporary village” (Abramichvili 1984: 46).
Cemeteries, which usually now consist of individual pits, stone-lined cist
graves, or stone-ringed cromlechs, but not raised kurgans, are often associated with these settlements. Male burials typically contain a relatively standard
assemblage of functional and ceremonial metal weapons, including somewhat
later the famous engraved Colchidean/Koban axes (e.g., at the Tli cemetery
[Tekhov 1980; 1981; 1985; 1988]). Special “sanctuary” sites of ritually deposited
hordes containing literally thousands of functional and miniature-sized metal
weapons, jewelry, ﬁgurines, and ceramic vessels also now appear and are particularly well-documented in eastern Georgia (Pizchelauri 1984). The record
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suggests that the times remained unsettled and that Transcaucasia had now ﬁlled
up with different peoples armed with bronze weapons to defend the territories
that they had staked out for themselves.
Tin-bronzes increasingly replaced arsenical copper/bronzes, though this
process of replacement apparently took place in different areas at different
times, occurring earlier, for example, in the Alazan-Iori plain than in Shida
Kartli (Dschaparidze 2001: 114–116). Nevertheless, over time throughout the
Caucasus, tin-bronzes became dominant and were readily available, despite the
fact that there were no local sources of tin that were exploited at this time. During the Late Bronze and Early Iron periods, the Caucasus is one of the richest
metalworking areas of the Old World, with tens of thousands of tin-bronze artifacts having been unearthed in clandestine and controlled excavations dating
back to the nineteenth century.
E. N. Chernykh’s discussion (1992: 275–295) of this later “Caucasian Metallurgical Province,” which takes shape around the middle of the second millennium BC, refers extensively to the highly distinctive and isolated character
of the bronzes produced in the Caucasus at this later time and contrasts its paradoxically isolated character with the range of metal products distributed across
the contemporaneous vast “Eurasian Metallurgical Province” centered far to
the northeast (Chernykh 1992: 192) and with the earlier role of Caucasian metallurgy in the late third and early second millennium for supplying metals over
much of the western Eurasian steppes. What is perhaps even more paradoxical
is that by the second half of the second millennium BC, the Caucasus was one
of the most proliﬁc metal-working areas of the Old World, and what it was
dominantly utilizing were tin-bronzes, the tin of which had to be imported
from sources lying far to the east (cf. Chernykh 1992: 194). If this picture is
accurate, it is hard not to adumbrate the outlines of a structurally integrated,
metallurgically linked, extensive system of production and exchange stretching
across a vast area of Eurasia by the latter half of the second millennium BC.
BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH
R. M. MUNCHAEV

Photo 3.1. R. M. Munchaev delivers remarks,
while E. E. Antipina listens.
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Rauf Magomedovich Munchaev was born in Zakataly, Azerbaijan on September 23, 1928. In 1949 he graduated from the Historical Faculty of the Daghestan State Pedagogical Institute (now Daghestan State University). In 1953 he
defended his Candidate’s Dissertation (ﬁrst PhD) on The Copper and Bronze
Ages in the History of Daghestan (3rd to 2nd millennia BC) [Epokha medi i bronzy v
istorii Daghestana (III-II tyc. do n.e.)], and he ﬁnished his Doctoral Dissertation
(second PhD) on The Caucasus in the Aeneolithic and Early Bronze Age (5th to
3rd millennia BC) [Kavkaz v epokhu eneolita i rannei bronzy (V-III tys. do n.e.)].
He began to work at the Institute of Archaeology, Academy of Sciences in
Moscow in 1955, and he served ﬁrst as Deputy Director of the Institute from
1968 to 1991 and then as Director from 1991 to 2003. He successfully led
the Institute of Archaeology through the turbulent years that immediately followed the collapse of the USSR and the massive cutback in state support that
drastically affected ﬁeld-based sciences such as archaeology.
He has participated in archaeological ﬁeld expeditions to the northern Caucasus, the Middle Volga, and Stavropol’ regions, and to Bulgaria. He directed
the Soviet expeditions to northwestern Iraq (1969–1984), where extensive
excavations were conducted on pre-Hassuna, Hassuna, Halaf, and Ubaid settlements (several articles of which were translated into English in the edited
volume Early Stages in the History of Mesopotamian Civilization: Soviet Excavations in Northern Iraq [Yoffee and Clark 1993]), and since 1988 he has led
the Russian excavations to northeastern Syria, where they have exposed the
monumental remains of a fourth–third millennium cult-administrative center
at Tell Khazna I (Munchaev, Merpert, and Amirov 2004). He has been the
editor-in-chief of the central journals Sovetskaya Arkheologiya and its successor
Rossiiskaya Arkheologiya and was the deputy editorial chief of the multivolume
Arkheologiya SSSR series. He has published more than 250 archaeological articles and monographs, including his extensive overviews to the Maikop culture
that are cited frequently in our study (Munchaev 1975, 1994). Most recently,
he is the coauthor with V. I. Markovin of a semipopular overview to the
prehistory, early history, and contemporary material culture of the northern
Caucasus (Markovin and Munchaev 2003).
In order to convey something of the integrated “international” character of Soviet/Russian archaeology, let me relate one personal anecdote. In
late December 1987 I accompanied the well-known ancient historian, Dr.
Muhammed A. Dandamaev, to New York to attend the annual Archaeological
Institute of America meetings. Dr. Dandamaev had spent the previous two
weeks with me in Wellesley, MA, painstakingly compiling the indices for his
book (coauthored with V. G. Lukonin) The Culture and Social Institutions of
Ancient Iran, which was published by Cambridge University Press in 1989. It
was the height of the Gorbachev era and several leading Soviet archaeologists,
including Rauf M. Munchaev, had been invited to New York to participate in
a special session on the origin of the state. Dr. Dandamaev and I had also been
invited to participate in these meetings, but when we arrived at the hotel in
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New York, Muhammed, who is an ethnic Lakh born in mountainous Daghestan, asked me to ﬁnd where his fellow Lakh, Dr. Munchaev, was staying. We
located Rauf’s room, and I was delighted to observe the two Lakhs embracing
in this opulent setting. Rauf then opened the door of the desk where he had
been working and took out a recent Russian newspaper article, reporting the
activities of the Lakh Soviet cosmonaut who was then circling the globe. Two
of the eighty thousand or so still extant Lakhs happily celebrated the exploits
of their fellow countryman in the very incongruous surroundings of a fancy
hotel room in midtown Manhattan – a classic, unforgettable moment.
BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH
M. G. GADZHIEV

Photo 3.2. M. G. Gadzhiev is pictured here on his
last visit to Wellesley, MA, spring 2002.

Magomed Gadzhievich Gadzhiev, an ethnic Avar, was born on December 1,
1935 in the mountain village (aul) of Okhli in the then Autonomous Soviet
Socialist Republic of Daghestan; he died after a short illness in the Daghestan
capital of Makhachkala on February 4, 2003. He was born into a family of
teachers who worked in the rural countryside, but he left the mountains to
study ﬁrst in the regional center at Buinaksk and then in the Faculty of History
at the Daghestan State University in 1954. Four years later he was accepted
as a graduate student in archaeology at the Daghestan branch of the Russian
Academy of Sciences, where he continued to work for the rest of his life. From
1980 until his death in 2003, he directed the Archaeological Department of
the Institute of History, Archaeology, Ethnography of the Daghestan Scientiﬁc
Center, Russian Academy of Sciences and also taught courses in archaeology
as Professor in the History Department of the Daghestan State Pedagogical
University.
He was an extremely active ﬁeld archaeologist, conducting both research and
salvage excavations on Chalcolithic and Bronze Age settlements and cemeteries, such as in the mountains at Ginchi, Irganai, Galgalatli, and Chirkei and on
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the Caspian coastal plain at Gemi-Tyube, Mamai-Kutan, and Velikent. He even
investigated several fortresses and settlements of Albanian-Sarmatian and Early
Medieval times near his ancestral mountain village of Okhli. He was also the
Daghestan Director of the Daghestan American Archaeological Expedition to
Velikent (or DAV), which conducted excavations at the site from 1994 to 1998,
or until the political situation in neighboring Chechnya temporarily halted this
collaborative project. He was the author of more than 140 scientiﬁc articles
and coauthored several fundamental works, such as the four-volume History of
Daghestan (1967), the ﬁrst volume of which was completely revised, appearing
in 1996 as Istoriya Dagestana s dreveneishikh vremen do kontsa XV v. (with O.
M. Davudov and A. P. Shikhsaidov). His expanded and revised doctoral dissertation (or second PhD) Ranne-Zemedel’cheskaya Kul’tura Severo-Vostochnogo
Kavkaza appeared in 1991 and demonstrated clearly that the so-called Daghestan variant of the Kura-Araxes cultural community had not been introduced
into Daghestan as part of the relatively later dispersal of this cultural community, but rather had local indigenous roots related to Chalcolithic settlements
that dated back at least to the middle of the fourth millennium BC.
Magomed Gadzhiev’s contribution to the archaeology of Daghestan and of
the Caucasus, in general, was simply immense. Those of us fortunate enough
to have worked with him also remember him as a wonderful, warm individual who treated everyone alike with the same unpretentious, caring manner. M. M. Mammaev, the editor of the recently published volume dedicated
to his seventieth anniversary (2005: 5), sums up these unforgettable personal
strengths:
Being an uncommonly modest man, Magomed Gadzhiev never engaged
in self-promotion or demanded special homage. He always maintained a
Daghestan mountaineer’s sense of moral virtue (namus), honor, and dignity.
His straightforwardness and accessibility won him the deep respect of all
those who knew and worked with him.
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chapte r 4
TAMING THE STEPPE – THE DEVELOPMENT
OF MOBILE ECONOMIES: FROM CATTLE
HERDER S WITH WAGONS TO HOR SEBACK
RIDER S TENDING MIXED HERDS; THE
CONTINUED EASTWARD EXPANSION
OF LARGE-SCALE METALLURG ICAL
PRODUCTION AND EXCHANGE
Although many present-day situations constitute valid analogues of earlier ones, it is possible that certain living strategies existed in the past for
which no equivalent appears at present or for which modern equivalent
may actually prove to be poor analogues.
(Morales Muniz and Antipina 2003: 331)

Broadly deﬁned, the Eurasian steppe consists of the belt of open grasslands
stretching latitudinally from Hungary in the west to Manchuria in the east,
the largest expanse of such open grasslands in the world (Frontispiece). Our
geographical horizons necessarily are more restricted, and our concern is principally to trace late prehistoric developments across the western Eurasian steppe,
or the belt extending north of the Black Sea (Pontic steppe) from the mouth of
the Danube east across the South Russian steppe beyond the Lower and Middle Volga to the southern trans-Urals region bordering western Siberia and
Kazakhstan. Throughout this area, the open grasslands of the steppe proper
are sandwiched between the more wooded boreal and broad-leafed forest and
then forest-steppe belts to the north and the highland zones of the Caucasus
and the Anatolian and Iranian plateaus west and south of the Caspian Sea,
and the Central Asian Kyzyl Kum and Kara Kum deserts east of the Caspian.
These latitudinal bands can be further subdivided north to south into distinct
vegetation zones consisting of forest, forest-steppe, steppe, desert-steppe, and
Artemisia and sandy desert zones (Hiebert 2000: 52–53; Figs. 4.1 and 4.2).
As mentioned earlier, the open steppe essentially encroaches on or meets
the Great Caucasus range west of the Caspian, although it is separated from
the mountain ranges of Central Asia and the complex Bronze Age societies
that developed in the foothills of the Kopet Dagh and in the low lying plains
of Margiana and Bactria by the Kyzyl and Kara Kum deserts. This physical
126

P1: IBE
052184780Xc04

CUFX073/Kohl

Printer: cupusbw

0 521 84811 3

November 8, 2006

2:8

Taming the Steppe – The Development of Mobile Economies

Figure 4.1. Western Eurasian Steppes and the northern Ancient Near East, showing
approximate locations of selected archaeological sites.

separation constituted at least one factor in the relatively later development of
sustained contacts between the Bronze Age steppe cultures and their neighbors
practicing oasis irrigation agriculture east of the Caspian.
A series of consistent palynological studies have demonstrated that the foreststeppe and steppe belt of western Eurasia ﬂuctuated markedly during Holocene
times essentially between more humid and more arid phases (Kremenetski
2003). Although it is not always possible to distinguish anthropogenic changes
from natural climatic shifts, the forest-steppe and, even more, steppe zones are
marginal environments for the pursuit of productive agricultural and herding
economies, and even relatively minor changes in precipitation patterns can
have disproportionately large cultural effects.
Several large rivers that ﬂow north to south into the Black and Caspian Seas
bisect the Eurasian steppe west of the Urals; crossing this latter divide and east
of the Ural basin, the major rivers of western Kazakhstan and Siberia then run
south to north emptying into the Arctic Ocean. The climate generally becomes
harsher and more continental as one proceeds west to east, and this pattern
becomes particularly more noticeable and pronounced east of the Dnieper
River of Central Ukraine, this river long functioning as almost a natural frontier
dividing more agriculturally based societies to the west from more herdingbased societies to the east.
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The Making of Bronze Age Eurasia
This harsh continental climate affects cultural developments in at least two
obvious ways: 1) the growing season for spring or early summer sown crops
gets progressively shorter as one moves west to east, the availability of water
also being a critical factor that varied during the Holocene; the relatively
short growing season and limited supply of water effectively precluded the
accumulation of large food surpluses characteristic of sedentary societies farther
south; and 2) the severe winter also becomes progressively harsher with a deeper
snow cover as one moves west to east, meaning that crops and/or fodder for
animals needed to be stored or somehow procured during the long winter.
Transport theoretically was less affected because major rivers, such as the Volga,
and even the extremely shallow Sea of Azov freeze during the winter, thus
making it possible to cross them without difﬁculty.
Most reconstructions of Bronze Age life on the Eurasian steppes have focused
on the herding of livestock and the development of more mobile economies,
as documented by the appearance of wheeled transport and ultimately horse
riding. Animal herding and intensive gathering/cultivation typically constitute
complementary activities; that is, theoretically one would expect to ﬁnd a continuum of herding and collecting/agricultural practices that vary from period
to period and area to area depending on technological and cultural developments and ﬂuctuations in climatic and environmental conditions (cf. Bunyatyan
1997; 2003). What is surprising, therefore, is the lack of empirical evidence
supporting the cultivation of domesticated cereals throughout nearly the entire
duration of the Bronze Age (cf. Lebedeva 2005 and later discussion). A brief
consideration of the historical development of steppe, largely “kurgan archaeology” reveals how our understanding of Bronze Age life on the steppes has
changed with the accumulation of archaeological data and with the use of more
nuanced and historically appropriate interpretive models.
ARCHAEOLOGY ON THE WESTERN EURASIAN STEPPES – A
SHORT SKETCH OF THE RECOGNITION OF CULTURAL
DIVERSITY AND ITS RELATIVE PERIODIZATION

In early 1901 Countess P.S. Uvarova invited V.A. Gorodtsov to investigate the
relationship between the anthropomorphic carved babi stones and the raised
barrows or kurgans scattered across the south Russian and Ukrainian steppes.
This commission led to four months of intensive ﬁeld investigations in the
Kharkov province of eastern Ukraine in the northern Donets basin during
which time Gorodstov surveyed and investigated several small Neolithic sites
and excavated 299 burials from 107 kurgans, 264 of which he dated to the
Bronze Age (Safonov 2001: 12). He published the detailed account of his work
in 1905, presenting the basic typological and chronologically sequential classiﬁcation of kurgan burials – Pit Grave (Yamnaya), Catacomb (Katakombnaya), and
Timber Grave (Srubnaya) – that is still used and accepted today. He recorded
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Figure 4.2. Central Eurasian Environmental Zones (adapted from Hiebert 2000: 52,
ﬁg. 14).

the type of tomb construction, the position and orientation of the skeleton, the
stratigraphic position of burials within the kurgan, distinguishing particularly
the initial interment from subsequent burials, and the accompanying grave
goods of each burial.
For his time, Gorodtsov was a pioneer of archaeological methods in Russian
and, indeed, world archaeology (Merpert 2001; Bochkarev 2001). His typological classiﬁcatory approach and focus on mortuary evidence continued to
dominate steppe archaeology throughout the twentieth century, leading to the
ever-ﬁner chronological and regional classiﬁcation of mortuary remains, and
his use of the archaeological culture concept remains the basic model for distinguishing and explaining material assemblages. It is impossible to overemphasize
his continuing inﬂuence in steppe archaeology. In short, while Gorodtsov’s
basic framework is still accepted, the process of developments on the steppes
have been both extended chronologically into earlier Neolithic and Chalcolithic times and shown to exhibit considerable regional diversity, consisting
of the coexistence of distinct “cultures” or “cultural-historical communities”
in different areas at different times (e.g., the Sabatinovka and Timber Grave
complexes at the beginning of the second half of the second millennium BC).
Although Gorodtsov’s overarching model is maintained, the documentation
of greater cultural diversity has not led to a universally agreed-on consensus as
to the numbers (and even names) of Bronze Age archaeological cultures on the
Eurasian steppes; often the same “culture” is referred to by different names by
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The Making of Bronze Age Eurasia
different scholars (cf. Gei 1999), the end result being a bewilderingly complex
proliferation of archaeological cultures that we have already commented on in
Section IV of Chapter 1. Part of the problem is intrinsic to the nature of the
evidence: the lack of sharply deﬁned differences among these cultures. E.N.
Chernykh has emphasized the basic problem:
There is no doubt that this lack of deﬁnition in the cultures and the indistinctness of their external manifestations was caused by the mobile way of
life of the steppe peoples, which made contacts far easier. The constant
exchange of people, things, and ideas was the most important feature of
the steppe cultures. Cultures and the boundaries between separate groups
seem to shade into one another. . . . It is for this reason that it is so difﬁcult
for archaeologists to distinguish individual cultures, draw clear boundaries
between them, and ascribe individual sites to particular cultures. (Chernykh
1992: 101, 194)

The situation lacks a solution, and certainly no attempt will be made here to
introduce greater clarity into the deﬁnition and periodization of these steppe
cultures. Rather, we shall just trace broad Bronze Age developmental processes
and how they have been interpreted in respect to the emergence of classic
Eurasian mounted pastoral nomadism, a way of life so important and well
documented for later historical periods.
With the accumulation of new evidence not only were new Bronze Age
archaeological cultures or variants of larger cultural historical communities
(obshchnost’i) deﬁned, but also earlier Neolithic and Chalcolithic remains of
food-producing economies on the Eurasian steppes, extending at least as far
to the east as the southern Urals (Morgunova 1995). Documentation for the
earlier occupation of the steppes led to a reinterpretation of the origin and
development of the Early Bronze Pit Grave culture, beginning in the second
half of the fourth millennium BC. In his classic study N.Ya. Merpert (1974: 153)
deﬁned nine regional variants of the Pit Grave culture, stretching from the
Lower Prut to the Ural basin; the later discoveries subsequently made it clear
that the entire steppe zone east of the Dnieper was not exclusively occupied
by hunting and ﬁshing groups, but more densely settled by intensive gatherers/incipient cultivators who also herded animals in the river valleys, a fact
that seemingly better explained the emergence and apparently rapid spread of
the Pit Grave culture from the South Russian steppes west towards the Balkans
(cf. Merpert 1991: 36–38). Others have not been as impressed with the productive economies of these Neolithic steppe groups, noting the continuing high
percentage of wild animals in the faunal assemblages, and suggesting a continued reliance on hunting, as well as ﬁshing, and necessarily relatively small
populations dispersed over broad areas (cf. Kuzmina’s recent review 2003; and
Rassamakin’s assessment 1999: 133).
Chalcolithic developments on the steppes from the mid-sixth to the end of
the fourth millennium are clearly formative for what occurred later during the
Bronze Age but, unfortunately, are interpreted quite differently by different
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specialists, even including the deﬁnition and naming of speciﬁc archaeological
cultures. The result, as Telegin (2002: 45) explicitly feared, is confusion, but
the main issue is not one related to the name and number of archaeological
cultures – some splitting, some lumping the archaeological evidence – but
rather what were the basic processes of development for the emergence of
the successive Bronze Age kurgan cultures. Such processes of development, in
turn, are related to questions concerning whether the horse was domesticated
and ridden on the Eurasian steppes during Chalcolithic times and whether
successive migratory waves of mobile herders began moving east to west during
this period (cf. Dergachev 2002 for a defense of Gimbutas’s long enshrined
invasion hypothesis).
The calibration of radiocarbon dates has, of course, extended the traditional periodization, leading to alternative “high” chronologies (cf. Appendix).
Steppe materials can be related more conﬁdently to remains from the Caucasus
and southern Central Asia, and the latter, in turn, can be tied in to the radiocarbon and, in the best of cases, historical chronologies established for the
Ancient Near East. Use of the high chronologies is justiﬁed on scientiﬁc
grounds. Despite the protests of some scholars (e.g., Kuzmina 1994: 377),
one cannot choose whether to calibrate or not calibrate the C14 dates. If such
calibrated determinations change traditional chronological reconstructions, so
be it. Greater objectivity is one of the theoretical virtues of the adoption of
C14 analyses.
Nevertheless, certain problems typically emerge when calibrated dates are
utilized. There are just so many millennia to ﬁll with archaeological sequences.
If one extends the chronologies of Chalcolithic and Early and Middle Bronze
developments upwards, then either later blank periods emerge or the absolute
dates for Late Bronze and Early Iron Age developments also must be raised and
the blank periods somehow ﬁlled in. There are, however, typically chronological limits for so proceeding that are usually based on relatively ﬁrm ties to
historical evidence. Thus, for example, when calibrated C14 dates suggested
that the traditional Namazga sequence (see Chapter 5) in Central Asia needed
to be revised upwards or extended, it became unclear as to how to conceptualize developments during the Namazga VI period or a period traditionally
deﬁned as the Late Bronze Age, which now apparently began during the last
centuries of the third millennium BC and overlapped on the Bactrian and
Margiana plains with the Namazga V or Middle Bronze period that had been
deﬁned for southern Turkmenistan (cf. Chapter 5). Subsequent work revealed
that a complex sequence of successive stages could be established for a longer
Late Bronze period, corresponding to the development and decline of the
Bactria-Margiana Archaeological Complex (or BMAC), and that the beginnings of the Central Asian Early Iron period could also be extended towards
the middle of the second millennium BC. In this case the gaps disappeared.
Such a solution is not yet apparent for the high, calibrated C14-based
chronologies proposed for steppe and Caucasian materials. This problem is clear
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when one reviews the sequence of developments proposed by V.A. Trifonov
(2001; Appendix), most of whose ﬁeld investigations have been in the northwestern Caucasus or at the interface between the world of the Caucasus and
that of the steppes. Trifonov’s periodization is very detailed and based on the
most systematic and standardized lists of dates that he is continuing to compile.
Although it is imperative that the essential works of Trifonov, Chernykh, and
others to establish an absolute chronological framework continue, it should
nevertheless be noted that these calibrated radiocarbon-based periodizations
still must be seen as preliminary, raising almost as many problems as they
solve.
Thus, for example, seemingly ﬁrm parallels to historically secure remains,
such as those linking Trialeti-related “Middle Bronze” Transcaucasian materials
to early second millennium Kultepe II in central Anatolia or even later remains
from Mycenae (cf. Gogadze 1972; Rubinson 1977), must be rethought and/or
the Middle Bronze Transcaucasian sequence must be extended into the ﬁrst half
of the second millennium BC. Similarly, the Sintashta horse-driven “chariots”
and bronze weaponry suggest parallels farther west, with more securely dated
remains from Mycenae and Late Bronze Age sites dating towards the middle
of the second millennium BC, and yet the use of the still-limited number of
calibrated radiocarbon dates for Sintashta and Sintashta-related sites places the
beginnings of this culture at the end of the third/beginning of the second
millennium BC (D.G. Zdanovich 2002: xvi; Kuzmina 2003: 222–225). How
does one explain this discrepancy except by postulating a chronological horizon
sloping fairly sharply east to west?
Thus, absolute chronological correlations on the steppes (and in the Caucasus and in southern Central Asia) are far from being resolved now despite
an impressive compilation of calibrated dates. Eventually, one can reasonably
hope for a more secure, more ﬁnely tuned periodization, probably along the
lines proposed by Trifonov or Chernykh and his colleagues. At the moment,
however, it seems fair to admit that the problems resolved by the application of
calibrated radiocarbon dates generally refer to discrepancies of roughly 300–500
years or more (e.g., the traditional mid-third millennium date for Maikop compared with its now seemingly convincing beginning dates in the second quarter
to the middle of the fourth millennium), although those inconsistencies that
are less than roughly 200–300 years in duration remain uncertain, and relative
comparisons based on even indirect ties to more historically grounded materials
must be utilized alongside the “absolute” calibrated dates, if at all possible.
NEW PERSPECTIVES ON PRE–PIT GRAVE INTERCONNECTIONS
ON THE WESTERN EURASIAN STEPPES

Scholars have long recognized Neolithic and Chalcolithic intercultural connections stretching from the Carpathian basin across the North Pontic steppe east at
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least as far as the Lower Volga and southern Urals area. As discussed earlier, the
movement of metals west to east from the Balkans to the Lower Volga has been
demonstrated analytically (e.g., Pernicka et al. 1997) and forms the basis for
the concept of an early Carpatho-Balkan Metallurgical Province dating back
to the sixth millennium BC (Chernykh 1992: 48–53; Fig. 2.7). Unambiguous
connections can also be traced with other archaeological materials, including
stone axe-hammers, mace heads, various stone, bone, and copper ornaments,
and abstract and animal-headed stone scepters. What differs markedly is the
interpretation of such material correspondences. One group of scholars, perhaps most notably and consistently articulated earlier by M. Gimbutas (1977,
1979, and 1994; Dergachev 2002), postulates on the basis of such evidence successive migrations east to west of early horse-riding nomads who destroy “Old
Europe” or the agriculturally based Chalcolithic cultures of the Balkans and
western Ukraine and who introduce large-scale stockbreeding and eventually
the so-called kurgan cultures of the Bronze Age across this vast region.
Others, such as A. Häusler (1985, 1995, 1998) have adamantly rejected these
reconstructions as fanciful and anachronistic, conjuring up much later historical phenomena to explain very different remains. Simplifying these starkly
opposed interpretative models, one can say that the ﬁrst group sees the basic
direction of movements or cultural impulses even before the beginnings of
the Bronze Age as proceeding east to west, whereas the latter group reverses
the arrows and essentially interprets developments on the Pontic steppes and
farther east as ultimately dependent on innovations that were associated with
the sedentary agricultural societies ﬁrst of southeastern Europe, including the
Cucuteni-Tripol’ye culture, and the mixed agricultural/transhumant societies
of the Caucasus.
Yu. Rassamakin (1994, 1999, and 2002) has recently documented this latter
thesis in considerable detail in a series of articles that have appeared in English,
and his views have been sharply criticized by proponents of the theory of waves
of migrations from the east (e.g., Telegin et al. 2001; Telegin 2002; Dergachev
2002). Unfortunately, much of the debate has misleadingly – if tellingly –
focused on Rassamakin’s attempt to highlight newly deﬁned archaeological
cultures, such as a Skelya culture developing in the Don-Dnieper interﬂuve
during the second half of the ﬁfth millennium, as responsible for introducing
cultural developments on the Pontic steppes. The debate, however, should not
be concerned principally with the validity of these newly deﬁned cultures, but
rather with the mechanisms used to explain the remains of nonindigenous,
exotic materials on the steppes. Rassamakin (1999:103) sees their presence as
due to the development of a luxury trade or exchange of prestige goods associated with the emergence of local elites and the development of metallurgical
production and the long-distance distribution of copper.
Emphasis is placed on the breakup of the Tripol’ye culture and the immediately subsequent development of oxen-driven wheeled transport, which is
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also associated with this collapse and with the development of more mobile
economies and the emergence of the Maikop-Novosvobodnaya cultural community in the northwestern Caucasus. The sources of innovations are to
be found with agricultural, not pastoral, societies, even including developments in ritual monumental architecture, that is, the emergence of raised kurgans (Rassamakin 2002: 66). Most importantly, Rassamakin, Levine (1999),
and others (e.g., Benecke and von den Dreisch 2003) question the evidence
for Chalcolithic horse domestication and riding, a basic tenet, of course, of
the advocates of successive waves of migration from the east. Early so-called
“cheekpieces” from Dereivka are interpreted as tools and dismissed as evidence
for the domestication and riding of horses (cf. also Dietz 1992, 2003):
It is quite clear the claimed presence of cheekpieces at Dereivka was dictated
exclusively by the abundance of horse bones at the settlement. This produced completely unwarranted inferences concerning riders, cheekpieces
and battle-hammers, on which basis the image of Sredny Stog mounted
warriors was created – horsemen who presented a military threat and
destroyed the Tripol’ye settlements. . . . [rather] the horse represented one
of the main species of animal used for meat, and was obtained through
hunting. (Rassamakin 1999: 147)

For Rassamakin, there is even no convincing evidence for horse domestication
and riding during the subsequent Early Bronze Age or Pit Grave period (ibid.,
153, 155).
Before discussing the problem of horse domestication in more detail, let us
brieﬂy consider how best to interpret the real parallels in material remains that
can be traced across the western Eurasian steppes during Chalcolithic times.
Do they constitute evidence for a system of luxury exchange linking nascent
elites or local leaders whose existence has long been recognized on the basis
of the differential distribution of mortuary goods (e.g., Makarenko 1933: 139)?
Or are such parallels better viewed as documenting the movements of peoples
east to west?
Consideration of the abstract and animal-headed stone scepters is instructive
in this respect, particularly because some scholars have used them to document
the early presence of domesticated horses. These so-called “scepters,” which
were carved out of hard stones and hafted in some fashion, have long been
recognized in the archaeological literature and have stimulated considerable
discussion and debate despite the fact that their exact function is uncertain and
that the total number of such ﬁnds is remarkably small (only thirty-three being
listed in the recent catalogue of Govedarica and Kaiser [1996], despite their
initial discovery more than 100 years ago, hardly a robust corpus). Nevertheless, they are clearly related to one another, are distributed over a broad area
stretching from the Balkans to the Volga, and are found both in Chalcolithic
graves and settlements and as isolated ﬁnds (Figs. 4.3, 4.4, and 4.5).
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Figure 4.3. Distribution of Abstract Scepters (adapted from Govedarica and Kaiser
1996: 60, abb. 1); I – grave ﬁnd; II – settlement ﬁnd; III – isolated ﬁnd; IV – distribution
of zoomorphic scepters.

They can be divided into two basic types: oval or elliptically shaped abstract
(i.e., nonrecognizable) forms and those that are clearly zoomorphic, depicting
animals that in some instances are plausibly seen as horses (Fig. 4.5). What is
their signiﬁcance? Can they be used to document movements of early horseriding nomads across the steppes from the Volga to the Danube? Such interpretations seem fanciful, not really supported by this evidence. The animals on the
zoomorphic scepters are not depicted naturalistically and their identiﬁcation
as horses is often uncertain. Moreover, the zoomorphic scepters occur with
greater frequency in the Balkans and western Ukraine than farther east, a pattern that is reversed for the abstract scepters. This distributional evidence alone
seemingly contradicts their interpretation as evidence for migratory waves of
horse-riding nomads east to west.
Occam’s razor needs sharpening. A more parsimonious explanation views
them as evidence for the very occasional exchange of luxury exotica and
the gradual emergence of local elites who accumulated such symbolic goods
as they gained power and prestige. The same pattern applies to the general
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Figure 4.4. Distribution of Zoomorphic Scepters (adapted from Govedarica and
Kaiser 1996: 61, abb. 2); I – grave ﬁnd; II – settlement ﬁnd; III – isolated ﬁnd; IV –
distribution of abstract scepters.

distribution of metals throughout the Carpatho-Balkan Metallurgical Province:
their basic fall-off west to east from the metal-producing and metal-working
areas of the Balkans to their more sporadic acquisition farther east. Rassamakin
(1999: 102) refers to the recent discovery of two copper necklaces, a Varnalike gold baton, and copper bracelets, rings, and an awl from the Krivoi Rog
cemetery west of the Dnieper in central Ukraine or on the western border
of his newly deﬁned Skelya culture (Figs. 4.6 and 4.7). Clearly, these ﬁnds
bespeak relations with their more developed neighbors to the west in terms
of both their acquisition and probably conscious emulation. His conclusion
(1999: 112) is straightforward:
The Early Eneolithic saw not warlike migrations of steppe peoples – a ﬁrst
kurgan wave – from the Volga or Caspian region, but rather the emergence
of a mutually beneﬁcial system of exchange between the steppe populations
and the production centres of the agricultural world. . . . The steppe world
now emerges as a distinct yet well-integrated part of the prestige-trade
network that existed in Southeast Europe. (ibid., 112)
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Figure 4.5. Zoomorphic and Abstract Scepters (adapted from Govedarica and Kaiser
1996: 96, abb. 21 and 22).

Many speciﬁcs of this postulated exchange are uncertain and/or remain archaeologically invisible. What did those steppe folks exchange for their copper beads
and gold batons? That story needs to be told. Nevertheless, it is clear that there
were connections across this vast area throughout the Chalcolithic period, and
there is no reason anachronistically to postulate invasions of mythical mounted
warriors from the East, particularly when hard evidence for the domestication
and riding of horses during Chalcolithic or even Early Bronze times is at best
ambiguous, a contentious subject to which we now turn.

HORSE DOMESTICATION AND THE EMERGENCE OF EURASIAN
MOUNTED PASTORAL NOMADISM

Experts are sharply divided on when horses were ﬁrst domesticated and ﬁrst
ridden and even theoretically on whether one can intensively herd horses
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Figure 4.6. Copper ornaments from burials of the so-called Skelya culture (adapted
from Rassamakin 1999: 82, ﬁg. 3.15).

without riding them. The literature on this topic is vast and widely open
to debate (cf. the contradictory articles in Prehistoric Steppe Adaptation and the
Horse [Levine, Renfrew, and Boyle 2003]). We will not attempt to resolve
these issues but only brieﬂy review them in the light of our overall discussion
of innovations and interconnections linking the Eurasian steppes with more
agriculturally based societies to the west and south. Part of the problem relates
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Figure 4.7. Ceremonial weapons and scepters of the so-called Skelya culture (adapted
from Rassamakin 1999: 84, ﬁg. 3.17).

to the difﬁculty in skeletally distinguishing wild from domestic horses. Given
this analytical problem, conclusions as to whether the horse bones from a site
come from domesticated or wild animals typically are based on indirect evidence or even theoretical considerations. Thus, Benecke and von den Dreisch
(2003) review the equid remains from mid-fourth millennium Botai culture
sites in western Kazakhstan as evidence for the intensive year-round hunting
of wild horses. Their nonselective kill pattern, their age composition and subsequent replacement with domesticated sheep, goat, and cattle remains from
comparative assemblages in central and northern Kazakhstan, and their lack of
size reduction and of variability all suggest to Benecke and von den Dreisch
that the horses at Botai culture sites were wild, the products of intensive and
specialized hunting.
Olsen (2003) reviews this same evidence, emphasizing the presence of entire
skeletons (which would have to have been hauled back from some distance
to the site if hunted), their discovery in ritual contexts and in association
with dog remains, and the presence of numerous worked horse mandibles that
are interpreted as thong smoothers or tools meant ultimately to facilitate the
control of horses. For her, the evidence for early horse domestication on these
Botai culture sites is “compelling” (ibid., 101). She admits that most of the
horse bones from these sites were products of the hunt, but uses this fact to
explain away the lack of diagnostic changes recorded by Benecke and von den
Dreisch; most of the horses were hunted – but by riders on horseback.
Anthony and Brown (1991, 2000, and 2003) have recorded signiﬁcant beveling on the second lower premolars of horse teeth from Chalcolithic sites across
the Eurasian steppes from Ukraine to Kazakhstan and view this evidence as
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conclusive proof that horses were bitted at this time, even probably initially
controlled with organic bits and bridles that have not been preserved in the
archaeological record. Other specialists view such beveling as a pathological
condition that occurs naturally on horses with bad occlusion. Anthony and
Brown (2003: 64–65) ironically observe that the presence of such beveling on
Middle and Late Bronze horse teeth found with cheekpieces is considered as
evidence for bitting, whereas the beveling on Chalcolithic horse remains found
without such cheekpieces is categorically dismissed as too early.
Efforts to record pathological damage to the thoracic vertebrae of horses
as evidence for riding (see Levine 1999) may ultimately help resolve these
issues, though currently such work must be considered at a preliminary stage
still lacking deﬁnitive results. Similarly, one could envision a future research
project that would examine systematically the femora from human skeletons
in Chalcolithic to Iron Age burials for bowing and other distortions and stress
associated with habitual riding, such as seen recently in a Bronze Age female
burial in southeastern Kazakhstan (M. Frachetti, personal communication).
One potential problem with both these latter studies will be the interpretation of negative evidence: does the lack of vertebrate pathologies in horses
or femoral bowing in humans conclusively demonstrate that horses were not
ridden? It is too early to know, but regardless such studies should be conducted
and may help ultimately resolve these contentious issues.
There is another way to view this issue: to separate the question of origins
from that of use and signiﬁcance. Horses, like donkeys and camels, can be
used as pack animals; they can be hitched to wagons, ploughs, or other devices
to utilize effectively their remarkable speed and power (Fig. 4.8); and they
can be ridden. Perhaps, horses were initially “domesticated” on the Ukrainian
steppes in the ﬁfth millennium or in western Kazakhstan by the mid-fourth
millennium BC, but, if so, the effects of such horse domestication were not
felt throughout the greater Ancient Near East and Europe until much later,
probably not initially until the late third millennium BC. The use of horses
probably did not constitute a decisive factor in transportation, mobility, and
did not transform draft and military activities until later in the second millennium, if not during Early Iron Age times. Christopher Columbus discovered
America, not Leif Eriksson, despite the latter’s presence on Vinland in northeastern North America four centuries before Columbus. There is no question
that some of the Chalcolithic inhabitants of the Eurasian steppes from eastern Ukraine to western Kazakhstan intensively hunted horses from at least
the ﬁfth millennium. In order to do this more efﬁciently, some may have
ridden early tamed or “domesticated” horses. Evidence for such activity is
ambiguous, but what is clear is that there were no immediate major social
consequences from such practices; no mounted Chalcolithic warriors wreaking havoc on their sedentary neighbors as they pressed westwards and southwards to destroy “Old Europe,” or eastwards and southwards to carry their
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Figure 4.8. Horse/Ox Comparison in terms of draft capacity and speed (adapted from
Bökönyi 1991: 553, abb. 4).

Aryan heritage ultimately into northern India and to the western border of
China.
Cattle were domesticated and oxen probably harnessed to sledges and then
solid-wheeled wagons long before horses were so utilized, and, on the basis
of the Egyptian and western Asian evidence, so were donkeys and the donkey/onager hybrid or kunga; in fact, the ﬁrst Ur III or end-of-the-thirdmillennium cuneiform reference to horses refers to them as “asses of the
mountains” (Oates 2003: 117). Whereas horses as draft animals are considerably superior to cattle or oxen, particularly in the area they can cover in a
given unit of time (Fig. 4.8), unequivocal evidence for their use as such occurs
later and postdates the harnessing of oxen, donkeys, donkey/onager hybrids,
and even possibly mules and Bactrian camels.
A. Sherratt (2003) imaginatively hypothesizes that horses were initially
domesticated to produce mules to drive wagons laden with metals and other
trade goods and that their domestication was intimately linked to Childe’s second Urban Revolution and may have ﬁrst occurred off the steppes proper in
the Caucasus or on the greater Near Eastern periphery. His “interactionist”
model remains speculative and considers nearly every innovation, including
the appearance of oxen-driven ploughs, as developing initially on the surplus
temple estate economies in the Mesopotamian heartland, but he does nicely
show that the harnessing of oxen to wheeled transport precedes evidence for
the practical utilization of horse power and sees the latter as ultimately linked
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to the harnessing of donkeys and other equid hybrids as part of the same
interrelated process.
In other words, there is something “out of sync” with an early Chalcolithic
domestication of the horse on the Eurasian steppes. If this had happened as
early as Anthony and others have argued, its effects should have been more visible throughout the increasingly interconnected late prehistoric/early historic
greater Eurasian world, and this demonstrably is not the case (cf. discussion in
concluding chapter).
Dietz (1992, 2003) has convincingly demonstrated that none of the claimed
Chalcolithic cheekpieces are likely to have functioned as bridle elements. Bitless
bridles with rigid nosebands are likely to have preceded the complicated bitted
bridles that were later introduced, probably during the late Early and Middle
Bronze Age, and that became standardized only during Late Bronze times.
Because harnessing preceded riding, it is likely that horses were initially used
for draft purposes and for pulling wagons and were only later regularly ridden:
Without any doubt, horseback riding requires less equipment than does
driving. . . . On the other hand horseback riding, especially wild horses,
requires speciﬁc knowledge of equine behavior. . . . Moving slowly, the
horse working as a beast of burden or hitched to a heavy vehicle was easy
to lead. Knowledge and equipment used for driving or guidance developed from the
tradition of hitching cattle. (Deetz 2003: 197, italics added)

In other words, there is a logical connection or technological relationship
between the harnessing initially of cattle and then later of equids and the
Bactrian camel.
The pictorial representations from greater Mesopotamia, which depict
equids – donkeys, the donkey-onager hybrid, and possibly mules and horses –
harnessed to wheeled vehicles, become relatively abundant only from the
middle of the third millennium BC on, and the occasional depictions of horses
actually being ridden begin to appear subsequently in Akkadian and postAkkadian times. They show riders precariously perched on the backs of the
equids trying to control the animals with reins attached to nose rings, devices
more appropriately suited to harnessing cattle (cf. Oates 2003: 116–119). Equids
and the Bactrian camel are similar in that they have long necks and cannot have
the yoke set immediately above the shoulders in the same fashion as oxen so
that it is possible, if not likely, that the harnessing of equids and camels was a
technologically interrelated development.
The importance of Bactrian camels as draft and pack animals also should
not be overlooked in discussions on the initial control and utilization of horses.
Clay models of Bactrian camels attached to wagons have been found in Early
Bronze or Namazga IV levels (i.e., early to mid-third millennium BC) at Altyndepe in southern Turkmenistan (Masson and Sarianidi 1972: 109, pl. 36), and
camel skeletal remains have been found on a series of third millennium and
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even earlier sites in southern Central Asia and in eastern Iran (Compagnoni and
Tosi 1978). It is possible that Bactrian camels were initially domesticated much
earlier in Neolithic times farther east in Xinjiang and Mongolia (Potts 2004.)
and diffused north onto the western Eurasian steppes only after their integration
into the settled agricultural communities in southern Turkmenistan, though
this process cannot yet be precisely traced and dated.
One also should remember the central importance of Bactrian camels (and
later the Bactrian-dromedary hybrid) in the adaptation of historically documented mounted pastoral nomads to life on the Eurasian steppes. It is unclear
exactly when camels started to assume this critical role, but it may not have
been until the real emergence of mounted pastoral nomadism – during the Iron
Age; camel remains are extremely rare in the Sintashta-related fortiﬁed settlements in the so-called “Country of Towns,” and their presence there in the
early second millennium BC is seen as evidence for contact with areas farther
south, though not yet with actual camel breeding in the southern trans-Urals
at that time (Gayduchenko 2002: 414).
In a famous study R.W. Bulliet (1975) documented how the use of camels
as pack animals replaced wheeled vehicles throughout most of the Middle East
during the third to sixth centuries AD, and how the latter largely disappeared
throughout this region until modern times. Can one detect a similar inverse
relationship on the steppes at the end of the Bronze Age? Unlike in the Middle
East, wheeled vehicles never totally disappear on the steppes; they remain
part of the historically and ethnographically documented material culture of
classic mounted steppe nomads. But does their signiﬁcance diminish as the
herders become mounted nomads, riding horses and, at some point, keeping
camels as pack animals? Utilizing both Neo-Assyrian cuneiform sources and
archaeological evidence, D.T. Potts (2004) recently has suggested that Bactrian
camels were crossed with dromedaries to produce the stronger and more useful
ﬁrst-generation hybrid by the end of the second and beginning of the ﬁrst
millennia BC. If correct, such a change would have revolutionized systems
of transport across the steppe (and the Iranian plateau), resulting in practices
similar to those well documented in later historical and ethnographic sources.
But again, such a change occurs at the end of the Bronze and beginning
of the Iron Age and, presumably, was not in place or adopted on a large
scale during earlier times. Wheeled vehicles seem to lose their ritual social
signiﬁcance during the later Bronze Age; that is, they are not found with
such regularity in Late Bronze burials, as in Early and, particularly, Middle
Bronze times. Why? Is it no longer so prestigious to own an oxen-driven cart
when more social value and importance is attached to riding horses? With the
advent of iron, new, widely distributed sources of ores were exploited that still
needed to be exchanged, but they were moved now by more mobile systems
of transportation in which horses and probably Bactrian and/or hybrid camels
may have played critical roles.
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The initial development of more mobile herding economies and the opening
up of the steppe beyond the conﬁnes of narrow river valleys involved two
distinct steps: the ﬁrst was associated with the introduction of heavy oxendriven wheeled carts and wagons, a process that certainly was underway by the
end of the fourth millennium BC; and the second, which may have occurred
during the second half of the third millennium BC, was associated with the
possible riding and harnessing of horses to lighter vehicles, developments that
greatly enhanced the mobility of the herders occupying the steppes from the
trans-Ural region in the east to the Danube basin in the west. This latter
process of horse harnessing and possible riding is ﬁrst convincingly attested
archaeologically across this area by the appearance of disk-shaped cheekpieces in
the east and then slightly later rod-shaped cheekpieces farther west, beginning
in late Middle Bronze Age times (Boroffka 1998; Teufer 1999; Fig. 4.9).
As based on the density of such ﬁnds, this development may have begun in
the Don-Volga forest-steppe zone (Priakhin and Besedin 1999: 40), though
this problem of origins may prove as insoluble as that previously discussed for
the development of wheeled vehicles. Once developed, the technology may
have spread so rapidly that its precise origins will be incapable of archaeological determination, but again what is more signiﬁcant is that this innovation
was almost immediately adopted across the western Eurasian steppes and then
rapidly diffused to the west, south, and east.
BRONZE AGE LIFE ON THE STEPPES: PIT GRAVES TO TIMBER
GRAVES – MAJOR PATTERNS OF DEVELOPMENT AND CHANGES
IN WAYS OF LIFE

Ethnologists have recorded a range of herding practices from mixed agricultural/pastoral economies to various forms of transhumance to so-called pure
(and consequently “poor,” according to O. Lattimore) nomadism where the
nomadic group largely, if not exclusively, subsists totally on its pastoral products. Many question the reality of this last form of nomadism or consider it
very exceptional, limited to speciﬁc historical and geographical conditions.
Was such a “pure” form of nomadism present in Pit Grave times during the
latter fourth and third millennia BC when the archaeological remains consist
principally of raised kurgans or mortuary remains, not settlements, and the
evidence for agriculture in the form of charred palaeobotanical remains or,
less directly, agricultural implements is scarce to nonexistent? Can one trace a
process of gradual sedentarization or movement toward a greater territorial differentiation between collecting/agriculture and stock-breeding activities from
Pit Grave to Timber Grave/Sabatinovka culture times?
The general pattern is clear. Earlier Chalcolithic settlements and typically
ﬂat cemeteries disappear across the steppes, and, from the beginnings of the
Bronze Age and well into much later historical periods, the most common
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Figure 4.9. Distribution of disk-shaped cheekpieces (adapted from Teufer 1999: 70,
abb. 1).

archaeological sites on the steppes are raised barrows or kurgans, tens of thousands of which have been excavated since the time of Gorodtsov. It should
be noted also that occasional pre–Pit Grave Chalcolithic kurgans have been
excavated in eastern Ukraine and southern Russia at least as far east as the
Lower Volga basin, some of these even being catacomb-shaped and containing
exotic trade goods, like long obsidian blades possibly from the Caucasus (e.g.,
the Aksai, Mukhin II, kurgan 5 burial near Rostov [Bespalyi 2002; Fig. 4.10]).
Very few settlements have been recorded during Pit Grave times, though this
is disputed – at least for Kalmykia and may in part be due to the dispersed and
temporary nature of the Pit Grave settlements (cf. Otchir-Gorieva 2002 and
later discussion).
This absence is traditionally explained as due to a reliance on herding or on
an incipient form of pastoral nomadism, a shift attributed to increased aridity,
the development of dairy farming, and the use of wheeled transport, providing
greater mobility and yearly exploitation of greater areas at this time. Grain
impressions of millet, wheat, and barley on Pit Grave ceramics are scarce but do
occur, and occasionally implements, like grinding stones and horn mattocks,
have been found in Pit Grave kurgans that presumably were used in some
form of agricultural activity. Pit Grave peoples supposedly were not exclusively
herders, but are supposed to have engaged in “sporadic agriculture,” entire
communities moving in yearly cycles, principally along river valleys avoiding
the so-called open steppe (Bunyatyan 2003: 276; for a critical evaluation of the
concept of the “open steppe,” see Otchir-Gorieva 2002: 122–123).
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Subsequently, an ever-increasing number of settlements are recorded from
Catacomb through Timber Grave/Sabatinovka times, and these become
increasingly larger and presumably permanent by the Late Bronze Age. Burials
contain more grave goods, and appear richer by comparison with Pit Grave
remains, though, in general, Bronze Age evidence on the steppes for the accumulation of wealth and social differentiation is meager relative to what is documented in the Caucasus or in other areas where agriculture dominated farther
south, particularly during Late Early and Middle Bronze times, and, of course,
Bronze Age steppe grave goods cannot compare with the riches recovered
from later “royal” Scythian or Sarmatian burials on the steppes. Attempts (e.g.,
Pustovalov 1994) to see the emergence of a nobility and separate classes or
castes and proto-state formations as early as Catacomb Middle Bronze times
are not convincing, though it must also be admitted that the nature of the
archaeological evidence with its primary focus on mortuary remains hinders
the reconstruction of social organization, a problem that becomes more acute
during Late Bronze times when there is evidence for greater specialization
and for the near industrial-scale extraction of metal ores. How such extraction and production was organized and directed remains unclear (see later
discussion).
The steppes east of the Dnieper at the end of the third/beginning of the
second millennium BC can be divided into several distinct cultural communities: 1) the multi-cordoned ware culture (or KMK: kul’tura mnogovalikovoi
keramiki) that developed out of earlier regional variants of the Catacomb culture; 2) the Abashevo community farther east in the forest-steppe zone of the
Middle Don and the Don-Volga interﬂuve; 3) the Potapovka culture along
the Middle Volga and along its left bank; and 4) the Sintashta/Arkaim (or
Sintashta/Arkaim/Petrovka) community east of the southern Urals.
Two hundred or more settlements of the KMK have been documented,
some of them with cultural deposits approximately 1 m. thick (e.g., Babino
III, see Arkheologiya Ukrainskoi SSR. 1985: 451), and nearly two dozen planned
fortiﬁed settlements, similar to Arkaim and Sintashta, are dispersed evenly and
deﬁne a Middle Bronze “Country of Towns” (or “Cities” – in Russian gorodov)
that stretches over a 400 × 150 km. area along the eastern slopes of the southern
Urals (Zdanovich 1997: 59; 1999; Figs. 4.11) or essentially along the watershed
between the left bank tributaries of the Ural River, which ﬂows through Orenburg to the Caspian, and the left bank tributaries of the Tobol River, which
joins the Irtysh and Ob Rivers before ultimately ﬂowing north to the Arctic
Ocean. The Abashevo and Potapovka formations are known principally from
mortuary remains, though some settlements (e.g., the Shilovskoe settlement on
the Don) also have been documented. Notably, disk-shaped studded antler and
bone cheekpieces have been found in all these communities and attest to the
harnessing, if not riding, of horses at this time across a broad interconnected
area of the western Eurasian steppes.
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Figure 4.10. Exotic grave goods from catacomb-shaped pre–Pit Grave
kurgan near Rostov: Aksai Mukhin II, kurgan 5, burial 9 (adapted from Bespalyi 2002:
ﬁg. 59); 1,2, 11 – ﬂint; 3 – obsidian; 4, 9, 10, copper; 5–7 – shell; 8 – bone.

The well-known materials from Sintashta are particularly informative in
this respect. A planned, protected, and possibly fortiﬁed settlement was partially uncovered in salvage excavations at Sintashta during the 1970s and 1980s
together with several ﬂat cemetery areas and raised barrows or kurgans that contained collective and individual burials, as well as what has been reconstructed
as an attached wooden beamed nine-tiered pyramidal “temple-sanctuary,”
24 m. in diameter at its top. Reasonably complete descriptions of these discoveries are available in English, including the resume in the site report (cf.
Gening, Zdanovich, and Gening 1992; also Anthony and Vinogradov 1995;
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Figure 4.11a. The “Country of Towns” (Strana Gorodov) with southern Urals and
Kargaly Complex shown (adapted from Zdanovich and Batanina 2002: 122, ﬁg. 1).

Figure 4.11b. The “Country of Towns” south of Magnitogorsk with location on
tributaries of the Ural and Tobol rivers.
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Figure 4.12. Oval Settlements of the “Country of Towns” (adapted from Zdanovich
and Batanina 2002: 127, ﬁg. 3).

Lamberg-Karlovsky 2002: 68; and Jones-Bley and Zdanovich 2002). Our discussion here will be more general.
The settlement was only partially preserved and excavated. Twenty-four
trapezoidal rooms/dwellings (90–140 sq. m. in area) were arranged, “like the
spokes in a wheel” (Gening et al. 1992: 378). They formed a circle roughly
136–140 m. in diameter with their back walls abutting the outer “fortiﬁcation”
wall and sharing walls with the adjacent dwellings on either side. The remains
of an additional six dwellings were partially uncovered and seemed to form part
of a comparably laid out inner circle of dwellings. Roughly similarly laid out
concentric circles of twenty-nine trapezoidal shaped dwellings were excavated
subsequently at the neighboring site of Arkaim. The pattern of inner and outer
rings or groups of dwellings abutting the inner and outer walls can be considered
a characteristic architectural feature of the “Country of Towns,” though the
sites themselves may be circular, oval, or rectangular in plan (Zdanovich and
Batanina 2002; Figs. 4.12 and 4.13).
The Sintashta settlement was destroyed by ﬁre, though this is seen as the result
of deliberate, possibly ritual burning, and not violent conquest. Such arson is
not unique to the “Country of Towns”; the gigantic Tripol’ye settlements, for
example, are thought to have been similarly burnt and abandoned. Most of
the dwellings contain storage pits, hearths, and facilities interpreted as metal
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Figure 4.13. Rectangular Settlements of the “Country of Towns” (adapted from
Zdanovich and Batanina 2002: 134, ﬁg. 5).

furnaces. Evidence for metal working is pervasive, and the wealth of metal
objects, particularly bronze weapons but also ornaments, including gold-leafed
hair or temple rings, silver chest plates, and bronze bracelets from the burials
at Sintashta is impressive, whereas the ceramic corpus from these same burials
(roughly 100 vessels recovered from 40 graves, containing 60–65 burials at the
large ﬂat SM cemetery) is relatively poor.
Materials recovered from the planned settlements are less striking. Only
9000 sherds from roughly 300 vessels, for example, were recovered at Arkaim,
despite excavating roughly 40% of the entire planned settlement (Zdanovich
1997: 51); by comparison, a single collective catacomb tomb from Velikent
in the northeastern Caucasus contained more than 500 complete vessels. The
relative paucity of the archaeological materials from Arkaim is also striking
when one compares its total remains, including evidence for metal working,
with those from the later, specialized Late Bronze metal-producing settlement
of Gorny near Orenburg (Chernykh 2002c: 10–11); roughly ten times the
number of sherds and 200 times the number of animal bones were recovered
from an excavated area nearly ten times smaller at Gorny. Such ﬁgures should
be kept in mind when one tries to assess the signiﬁcance of the “Country of
Towns” settlements and to reconstruct its social organization.
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Figure 4.14. Horse Skull with Studded Disk-Shaped Cheekpiece, Sintashta Burial 11
(adapted from Gening et al. 1992: ﬁg. 22).

Sintashta is most famous for the discovery of the remains of light, twowheeled (spoked) “battle chariots” in ﬁve graves along with a series of
disk-shaped studded cheekpieces, two of which are shown in situ resting on
the sides of a horse skull (SM, burial 11, Gening et al. 1992: 157, illus. 74
and ﬁg. 22; Fig. 4.14). Today, the remains of twenty-one such “chariots” have
been recovered from nine cemeteries of the Sintashta-Arkaim culture and the
slightly later Petrovka culture on the steppes between the Ural and Ishim rivers
(Anthony n.d.). Partial remains, consisting of the heads, jaws, and feet, and
complete animal skeletons of horses, cattle, rams, and dogs were sacriﬁced and
placed in the pits or in coverings above the burial chambers. The quantity of
such sacriﬁces varied substantially. In one case six horse skeletons were recovered, and no sacriﬁces were found in the burials of young girls. Both adult
male and female burials contained grave goods, such as a few ceramic vessels,
and bronze knives, adzes, and awls, and male burials are said to have frequently
contained bronze and ﬂint arrowheads.
The scale of some of the burials and presumably accompanying funeral
feasts is impressive. The Sacriﬁcial Complex 1 at the Sintashta SM cemetery
contained the skulls and leg bones of six horses, four cattle, and two rams, laid
in two rows around a single overturned vessel. Anthony (n.d.) estimates that
this single sacriﬁce could have provided roughly 2700 kg of meat, or enough
to provide nearly a kilogram of meat to 3000 participants in the funeral feast
(3000 being the number of man-days of labor estimated to build the so-called
Bol’shoi Kurgan situated slightly to the north of this complex). Given the
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size of the Sintashta settlement, such a feast must have drawn its participants
from neighboring communities settled elsewhere in the “Country of Towns.”
Some differential accumulation of wealth is also documented in the burial
goods. Burial 7 from the small ﬂat cemetery SII, for example, was considered
particularly rich; the male was buried with a quiver containing bronze and ﬂint
arrowheads, a bronze spearhead, and a stone mace head.
Other evidence is more ambiguous or open to alternative, more skeptical
and restrained evaluation. Some consider the excavated remains insufﬁcient to
divide the population into distinct social strata (cf. Epimakov 2002), whereas
others (e.g., Bockharev 1995a: 23) have interpreted the burials with chariots
as documenting the existence of a chieﬂy or higher-ranked elite, a possibly
lineage-based collective, leading stratum in the society. The uniform architecture of the dwellings and the lack of craft specialization (every unit showing
some evidence of metal working) suggests otherwise: a relatively homogeneous
or undifferentiated population. It simply is unclear how the settlements were
planned and constructed or, more fundamentally, what basic functions they
served beyond simple habitation and the working of metals.
There have been no lack of hypotheses, however (cf. the articles in JonesBley and Zdanovich 2002), and the undoubted signiﬁcance of these discoveries
has been sensationalized in part because they are seen as directly ancestral to the
formation of the Andronovo cultural community, a Late Bronze phenomenon
that seemingly spreads far to the south and east. As this culture underlies the
beginning of the so-called Andronovo “cultural-historical community” of the
Late Bronze Age, it is also associated ultimately, according to many specialists,
with the spread of the Indo-Aryans (Kuzmina 1994), or movements that are
considered important for understanding cultural processes in the Iron Age,
including the formation of the ﬁrst nomadic empires. From this perspective,
Sintashta and Arkaim comprise part of the original Aryan “homeland,” a connection that has been consciously promoted and that has turned the site of
Arkaim at least into a center for tourism and pilgrimage (cf. G.B Zdanovich
1995; D.G. Zdanovich 1995; and, more critically, Shnirelman 1998, 1999). We
will return to this quest for ethnic/linguistic identiﬁcation later (at the end of
Chapter 5), but now we must try to disentangle the archaeological signiﬁcance
from the rhetorical hyperbole.
The settlements show evidence of planning with closed double walls, built
from blocks of pressed clay, wooden frames, and stone, and are surrounded by
outer ditches. The encircled areas range in size from 0.6 to 3 ha. and contain
projections and other features that safeguard passage into and out of the settlements. Their small size, however, undercuts the concept of a “Country of
Towns” (or even worse, “Cities”). They are more accurately described as villages, probably containing several hundred inhabitants at most. As we have seen,
there is substantial evidence at the Sintashta-Arkaim sites for local metal working in the form of metal slag, crucibles, molds, and numerous bronze artifacts,
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though these cannot compare in quantity with those recovered from the principally later specialized copper ore extracting settlement at Gorny on the other
side of the Urals. The mortuary remains, particularly the animal sacriﬁces, are
indeed lavish, suggesting some degree of social complexity and the ability to
organize and feed signiﬁcant numbers of people. Neo-evolutionary formulations, such as chiefdoms – individual or collective – may prove enlightening or
helpful, but they seemingly do not correspond with the overall, relatively even
distribution of the burial goods or the architectural uniformity of the settlements. The concept of some form of military democracy capable of coalescing
into a more extensive confederation seems at least as appropriate.
Horse-harnessing to light two-wheeled carts with spoked wheels is unequivocally attested, and such ﬁnds suggest qualitative, if not revolutionary, advances
in transportation and probably warfare. As reconstructed, the carriages on these
vehicles are small, either square or rectangular in shape roughly 1 to 1. 3 m
wide by 1 to 1.9 m long (Gening et al. 1992: 166–168; 204–206; 215–216),
though Anthony (n.d.) reports that nine “chariots” (four from Sintashta) have
now been excavated that extend at least 1.5 m. in track width (overlapping the
dimensions of later Egyptian war chariots) and could have carried both driver
and armed javelin-hurling warrior.
Are these two-wheeled horse-driven carts, then, battle chariots? If so, they
should not conjure up the image of Ben-Hur racing in Rome or an Assyrian
king hunting animals on his royal preserves. Some appear to have been too
small to have been used as effective weapons of war. The larger ones could
have accommodated both driver and warrior, but the quarters still would have
been somewhat cramped. The abundance of arrowheads found in the graves
at Sintashta suggests the increased importance of archery at this time. Individuals or materials could be transported quickly over longer distances using
such carts/“chariots,” and their ownership and use probably conveyed social
prestige. Certainly, the numerous weapons (Figs. 4.15 and 4.16), such as socketed spearheads, axes with secondary blades on projecting butts, tanged knives,
stone mace heads, ﬂint and bronze arrowheads, and longer projectile, possibly
javelin, points (4–10 cm. in length) are eminently functional, not just prestige ceremonial items, and imply increased militarism, a trend that continues
throughout the Late Bronze into the Iron Age and is not only characteristic
of the steppes, but also of the Near East. It should also be noted that bronze
ﬁshhooks and bent sickle-like knives are also found on the settlements, the
latter of which indirectly attest to the harvesting or intense collecting of plants
or cereals (cf. later discussion).
Besides the horse sacriﬁces and the horse-driven wheeled carts, the most
striking discoveries were the planned settlements themselves. Such early symmetrical architecture had not previously been recorded on the steppes and, consequently, was unexpected, creating the initial sensation. Do the circular walls
enclosing these settlements constitute monumental architecture, fortiﬁcations
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Figure 4.15. Bronze knives, axes, and spearheads from Sintashta (adapted from Gening
et al. 1992: 195, ﬁg. 100).

with buttresses and towers, surrounded by moats? Possibly, but it helps to have
an overly active imagination. Such fortiﬁcations certainly seem quite ﬂimsy
and markedly less monumental than the impregnable, inaccessible Late Bronze
citadels with cyclopean stone architecture that are found throughout Transcaucasia from at least the mid-second millennium BC to the advent of the Urartian
Iron Age kingdom (Smith 2003; Badalyan, Smith, and Avetisyan 2003; Litscheli
2001: 64–65).
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Figure 4.16. Bronze and ﬂint arrowheads from Sintashta (adapted from Gening et al.
1992: 321, ﬁg. 185).

From its inception, steppe archaeology has focused on the raised kurgans
and not concentrated on locating settlements, the cultural deposits of which
are thin and not clearly visible from the surface. This problem is compounded
by the fact that dwellings typically consisted of semisubterranean pit houses
that were dug into the ground, and these too are hard to locate. The SintashtaArkaim settlements are for the most part not distinctly visible from the ground;
most were discovered through the use of aerial photos, conﬁrmed subsequently
by helicopter ﬂyovers.
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Recently, the transitional Late Bronze to Early Iron Age planned settlement
of Ciça, with multiple concentric rings of dwellings extending over roughly
8 ha., or more than two times larger than the largest Sintashta-Arkaim sites, was
found farther east in the Irtysh-Ob interﬂuve between Omsk and Novosibirsk
in western Siberia (Molodin et al. 2002). The site was discovered utilizing magnetometer measurements. Similarly, more than seventy Late Bronze/Early Iron
Age settlements, which are distributed over a 20 × 30 km. area, have recently
been discovered in the Kislovodsk basin in the northern Caucasian piedmont
through the use of aerial photography (Korobov and Reinhold n.d.); some
of these later North Caucasian settlements superﬁcially at least resemble the
Sintashta-Arkaim sites of the trans-Urals “Country of Towns.” One can only
wonder how many more settlements – habitation and special purpose sites –
of various periods will be discovered across the steppes through the use of
aerial photography and more sophisticated remote sensing technologies and
geophysical explorations.
Despite the bias against locating settlements, the general trend throughout
the Bronze Age consists of an increase in the size and number of settlements
over time, culminating with the Sabatinovka culture on the Lower Dnieper
and west of the Azov Sea in the late second millennium, with reportedly
more than 700 settlements documented alone for the northwest Pontic area,
ranging up to 27 ha. in size (Bunyatyan 2003: 281; for their distribution,
see Gershkovic 1999: Tafel 1). Metals – both weapons, such as spearheads
and socketed axes, and harvesting/collecting implements, including notably
sickles – were increasingly utilized and had clearly become essential for the
practice of basic economic activities; that is, their use no longer was principally
related to social status and exchange, a process already visibly underway in the
Sintashta-Arkaim settlements or roughly at the end of the third millennium
BC. Apparently “agriculture” was considerably less developed farther to the
northeast where the Timber Grave communities ﬂourished, though they also
worked and utilized metals on an extremely substantial scale.
The question of the nature and extent of cereal cultivation for Timber Grave
and Andronovo-related sites on the steppes during the Bronze Age remains
uncertain, though the largely negative evidence that has been recovered suggests minimal to nonexistent cultivation of West Asian cereals (wheats and
barley). Flotation studies of charred macrobotanical remains, conducted on
forty-nine Middle and Late Bronze Age settlements from the Lower Danube
to the Trans Urals region, have yielded very little indication of deliberate cultivation (Cernych et al. 1998; Lebedeva 2005: 52–53, 65); excluding the results
from the westernmost settlement (Coslogeni) on the Lower Danube, only 23
of 316 ﬂotation samples taken from sites stretching from the left bank of the
Dnieper to east of the Urals yielded any macrobotanical charred remains of
cultivated plants; samples from the Middle Bronze and early Late Bronze (LB1)
sites produced no evidence for cultivated plants. All the cultivated remains that
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were recovered came from the second and ﬁnal phases of the Late Bronze
period (LBA-2, 3–4). The palynological analyses that have been undertaken,
such as those at the Gorny mining settlement in Kargaly, have discovered very
few pollen grains identiﬁed as Cerealia type, but their signiﬁcance and interpretation is unclear (Martı́nez-Navarrete, personal communication.). Among
other factors, one must always remember that the Gorny site was a highly
specialized mining community (cf. later discussion), and whatever agriculture
may have taken place could have occurred relatively far from the site itself.
For Anthony and his coworkers (Anthony et al. n.d.), the negative results
of the ﬂotation studies undertaken at the permanently occupied Late Bronze
Krasnosamarskoe site in the Samara Valley are striking and suggest that grains
were not cultivated in that area during the ﬁrst half of the second millennium;
their subsistence economy correspondingly is characterized as composed of
animal herding and the intensive gathering or collecting of wild plant foods,
such as species of Chenopodium (goosefoot) and Amaranthus (amaranth). Related
species of these two families were also intensively collected/incipiently cultivated in prehistoric eastern North America before the introduction of maize,
as were the related so-called pseudo-cereals, quinoa and cañigua, deliberately
grown in the Andes at altitudes where maize was not cultivated (Hernández
Bermejo and León 1994). Perhaps a similar intensive collection/cultivation of
these Eurasian species of Chenopodium and Amaranthus independently developed on the western Eurasian steppes during the Bronze Age? Later at the site of
Russkaya Selit’ba II, barley (Hordeum vulgare), wheat (Triticum dicoccum and compactum), and millet (Panicum miliaceum) grains were recovered, suggesting their
introduction in the ﬁnal phase of the Late Bronze Age (Anthony et al. n.d.).
Although difﬁcult to evaluate, the absence (or relative absence) of unequivocal evidence for cereal cultivation in Timber Grave and Andronovo-related
sites is striking and can be contrasted to later Iron Age practices where the
cultivation of cereals is deﬁnitely attested even far to the east in southeastern
Kazakhstan (e.g., Benecke 2003). The largely negative evidence recorded so
far seems to suggest little, if any, cultivation of West Asian cereals during all
but the ﬁnal phases of the Bronze Age. Paradoxically, agriculture seems to have
become well established throughout the steppes only during the subsequent
Iron Age, or the time when true mounted Eurasian pastoral nomadism also
ﬁnally emerges.
Farther west, north of the Black Sea by the second half of the second millennium BC, the climate had ameliorated and had become wetter and more
humid, making possible cultivation even on the “open steppe.” Herding likewise intensiﬁed at the same time and may have assumed a territorial differentiation in which part of the community focused on agriculture and part
on herding, coming together during the winter and keeping herds in special
dispersed sites where they were sheltered and supplied with forage (Bunyatyan
2003: 283). Cultivation had intensiﬁed but, even at its maximum Bronze Age
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extent, still represented an extensive, possibly shifting ﬁeld or swidden system
with a long fallow cycle. Gershkovich (2003:315) summarizes the evidence:
The Sabatinovka culture shows evidence of dairy-centred animal husbandry, sheep and goat breeding, the presence of different breeds of horses.
This culture occupied the steppe zone and practiced transhumant animal
husbandry, together with swidden agriculture in which ﬁelds were periodically shifted. . . . During the Late Bronze Age in the Northern Pontic area,
efforts were made to change to a more effective form of animal husbandry.
Subsequently, nomadism was established during the Early Iron Age.

It seems clear that Late Bronze Age subsistence economies were mixed and
varied across the steppes with increasingly greater, if not exclusive, reliance on
herding as one moved west to east into Kazakhstan and western Siberia. There
was also a general increase in the size and number of recorded settlements and
in the widespread use of effective bronze tools and weapons from Pit to Timber
Grave times.

BRONZE AGE HERDING VS. EURASIAN MOUNTED
PASTORAL NOMADISM

Ethnologists distinguish different types of nomadism based essentially on two
criteria: the extent of animal husbandry relative to agriculture in their economy
and the typical species composition of their herds and environmental/climatic
conditions to which they have to adapt. The animals herded and the environments in which they are herded are also used to separate types of nomadism
by large geographic or cultural areas. Thus, in a very accessible and illuminating study Barﬁeld (1993) distinguishes among East African pastoralists, desert
Bedouin nomads, pastoral tribes of Southwest Asia, Eurasian steppe nomads,
and high altitude pastoralists in Tibet. Khazanov’s (1994: 40–69) types are
essentially similar. For Barﬁeld each type is characterized principally by its
focus on a speciﬁc animal that is accorded great economic and cultural value.
For the classic Eurasian steppe nomads, that animal is the horse (Barﬁeld 1993:
131–138), though both he and Khazanov correctly emphasize that this form of
nomadism really specializes in two species: horses and sheep.
Large stock, principally cattle, are less important, though more so than in
Near and Middle Eastern types of nomadism, their signiﬁcance varying according to two rules: “in steppe regions there were more large stock [i.e., cattle]
than there were in desert regions; and the greater number of large stock the
more important the role of agriculture in the general balance of the economy”
(Khazanov 1994: 47; cf. also Benecke 2003: 79). Semisedentary peoples, like
the Karakalpaks in the region south of the Aral Sea, kept greater numbers
of large stock than their more nomadic neighbors to the north (Khazanov
1994: 48). The percentage of cattle on Scythian “seminomadic” settlements
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is likewise considerably higher than on those Scythian sites considered to be
principally nomadic; on the former cattle are calculated to comprise 43–55%
of the herd (with horse ranging from 26 to 34%, sheep roughly 18%, and pig
2–5%), whereas on the latter cattle constitute approximately 24%, horses 42%,
and sheep 32% of the herd (Gavrilyuk 1999: 154).
Eurasian steppe nomadism has also been termed multi-animal nomadism
(Bacon 1954: 46) because it herded together different species of animals –
sheep, goats, horses, cattle, Bactrian camels – some of whose value lay principally in transportation and riding. Eurasian nomadism had to adapt to severe
continental climatic conditions: a short but very hot and intense summer and
a much longer, bitterly cold winter during which time pastures were often
covered with thick deposits of snow. Crops can be grown, but, as we have
seen, direct palaeobotanical evidence for any form of intensive cultivation on
the steppes during the Early, Middle, and beginning of the Late Bronze Age is
largely negative. Whatever practices were adopted, the growing season had to
have been very short, particularly relative to what was possible farther south in
Transcaucasia and in southern Central Asia.
The continental conditions became more severe, of course, as one crossed
the Urals and moved deeper into Eurasia. Horses, Bactrian camels, and, to
a lesser extent, sheep were particularly valuable for the fact that they could
uncover grass covered with snow by kicking at it with their hooves; apparently
horses could reach grass in this manner that was buried up to a half meter in
snow (Khazanov 1994: 50). Pastures so uncovered could, to some extent, be
utilized by other less well-adapted species, thus eventually leading to the mixed
herds characteristic of Eurasian nomadism. Another solution to this problem
was to grow fodder and store it for the winter season when it was less available; this solution must have archaeological consequences that are still largely
unrecorded, except, as we have seen, in the reconstruction of Sabatinovka
winter farmsteads.
Another problem on the “open steppe” was the availability or accessibility
of water, underground water sources sometimes being available; thus, not surprisingly, many of the migratory cycles of recorded nomadic groups followed
the river valleys, moving meridian-wise north possibly into the forest-steppe
zone in the summer and south into warmer, less snow-covered climes in the
winter; such a pattern would bring herders in the Volga and Ural river basins
annually down towards the northern Caspian Sea. Ultimately, their increasing
presence would successively displace other herders and cultivators farther south
in a kind of chain reaction, until peoples began to traverse the Kyzyl and Kara
Kum deserts to reach more hospitable conditions. N. Shishlina (2003: 360–
363) believes that the “open steppe” was only progressively occupied. In Pit
Grave times at the end of the fourth and beginning of the third millennium,
the movement of the herders was largely conﬁned to the river valleys and
immediately surrounding grasslands; the real “open steppe” was occupied only
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Figure 4.17. Kurgan groups with more than 75% Early Iron and Medieval Burials in
Kalmykia (adapted from Otchir-Gorieva 2002: 115, abb. 1).

during subsequent Catacomb grave times out of necessity (increased aridity and
overexploitation of the neighboring grasslands) and owing to their increased
mobility and mastery of the horse (cf. also Shishlina and Hiebert 1998).
In a recent study Otchir-Gorieva (2002) uses different data to alter this
model, arguing instead for mixed herding and agricultural practices during
Pit Grave times – at least in Kalmykia. She (2002: 122, 126) emphasizes that
dozens, if not hundreds, of settlement points or stations have been recorded on
the left banks of the Lower Volga, though they have rarely been excavated or
intensively studied, and argues that theoretically Pit Grave settlements can be
expected to be small, dispersed, and over time subject to erosion, that is, difﬁcult to discover archaeologically. She compares the location of Pit Grave and
Catacomb burials on the right bank and south of the Lower Volga with the late
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Figure 4.18. Kurgan groups with more than 75% Bronze Age Burials in Kalmykia
(adapted from Otchir-Gorieva 2002: 116, abb. 2).

nineteenth-century settlements of Russian colonists, who depended principally
on agriculture, and contrasts this distributional evidence with the location of
Early Iron and Medieval nomadic burials (contrast Fig. 4.17 with Figs. 4.18 and
4.19). The location of the nomadic Early Iron and Medieval kurgans differs
sharply from the distribution of the Bronze Age kurgans and of the settlements of the nineteenth-century Russian colonists who practiced agriculture
(though the sites of these latter two also differ; contrast Fig. 4.18 with 4.19)
and is used to bolster her argument for a mixed herding and cultivating Bronze
Age economy. Whether or not this locational evidence conﬁrms her claim,
the contrast between the locations of the Bronze Age and Iron Age/Medieval
kurgans is striking and supports our basic distinction between Bronze Age
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herding (Fig. 4.18) and historically documented classic Eurasian nomadism
(Fig. 4.17). Historically mounted pastoral nomads moved seasonally from the
lower left bank of the Volga, which provided ideal summer pastures after spring
ﬂooding, to the higher right bank in winter, which provided shelter against the
severe cold and snow. The Bronze Age cattle herders stayed on the right bank
of the Volga and exhibited less mobility. She also considers the cultic importance of cattle in Bronze Age sacriﬁces as a nonnomadic practice because cattle
– unlike sheep, horses, and camels – assume no such sacral signiﬁcance among
true nomads (ibid., 127).
Whether her model is compelling in all its features or whether it works for
regions other than Kalmykia is unclear. The basic point for us is that her reconstruction coincides with those of other scholars we have cited in her emphasis
on a fundamental disjunction or qualitative difference between Bronze Age
cattle herding and the later mounted pastoral steppe nomadism that focused
principally on maintaining ﬂocks of sheep and riding horses. This latter classic
form of Eurasian nomadism, as known to us historically and ethnographically,
is not archaeologically attested during the Bronze Age. Morales-Muñiz and
Antipina’s exhaustive review (2000, 2003; Antipina and Morales 2005) of the
faunal evidence from the steppes from Chalcolithic through Bronze Age times
records very little presence of sheep and goats, except at some post–Tripol’ye
Usatovo sites, and a continuing focus on cattle that seems to increase significantly only during the Late Bronze Age, an increase that they intriguingly
suggest may be related to the development of horse riding for cattle herding
purposes, the emergence of more mobile cowboys on the “Wild East” of the
Eurasian steppes.
If Bronze Age steppe pastoralism or pastoralism supplemented by cultivation
is not the same as historic Eurasian mounted pastoral nomadism, then it is
misleading to anachronistically envision hordes of marauding nomads sweeping
down off the steppes with their chariots and advanced bronze weaponry to
invade and subjugate established agricultural societies to the south. Rather,
more mobile seminomadic economies utilizing oxen-driven carts and wagons,
and herding principally cattle spread across the western Eurasian steppes during
the second half of the fourth and third millennium. At some point they began
to ride horses and develop lighter vehicles and new techniques for harnessing
horses to them. Their way of life was never fully nomadic, though obviously
successful.
As this way of life spread farther east into more continental, colder areas,
these cattle herders must have experienced a continuous pressure to move
farther south into warmer climes more suitable for raising their livestock. This
process would have been gradual, but relatively continuous, leading to the
movements or, perhaps better, successive displacements of cattle herders north
to south ultimately into areas where permanently settled, often irrigationbased agriculture had been practiced for millennia. As we have seen, west of
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Figure 4.19. Settlements of Russian colonists in Kalmykia in the second half of the
nineteenth century (adapted from Otchir-Gorieva 2002: 118, abb. 3).

the Caspian this process seems to have been underway at least by the middle of
the third millennium BC with the advent of impressively large kurgan burials in
Transcaucasia. East of the Caspian this process was delayed for several centuries,
a chronological discrepancy that can also be partially explained by the greater
physical separation of the steppes from the cultivated oases of southern Central
Asia.
The role of sheep and goats in the herding economies of the steppes also varied over time and must be determined directly from the archaeological record.
Sheep and goats have been herded since Early Neolithic times in the Ancient
Near East, and they diffused onto the steppes during at least the Late Neolithic,
probably independently via Central Asia and the Balkans, and possibly slightly
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Figure 4.20. Kyrgyz winter encampment with sheep enclosure (note prevalence of
Bactrian camels), Wakhan corridor, northeastern Afghanistan (adapted from Michaud
and Michaud 1978: pl. 14).

later from the Caucasus. Bones of “melkyi rogatyi skot” certainly constituted
typical burial offerings in the countless kurgan cultures of the Bronze Age, but
how signiﬁcant was their contribution to stock-raising practices during this
period? What was the role of sheep and goats in the overall herding strategies
of the Bronze Age? One needs settlement, not mortuary, data to answer the
question, and here this latter evidence is unfortunately limited, particularly
for Early and Middle Bronze times. Following again the analyses of MoralesMuñiz and Antipina (2000, 2003), one can conclude that the role of sheep and
goats varied regionally but, in general, was far less central than what was later
characterized as classic Eurasian mounted nomadism.
Were sheep and goats kept principally for their meat or also for their dairy
products and wool? When does what Andrew Sherratt (1981, 1983) termed the
“Secondary Products” Revolution reach the steppes, a question that potentially
could be answered by analysis of age composition data for faunal assemblages
from Bronze Age settlements, not burials? For the moment, such questions
must remain open, but it is useful to raise them in order to emphasize the
contrast with what we later know to be characteristic of Eurasian mounted
nomadism: heavy reliance on the “secondary products” – dairy and wool –
provided principally by sheep and goats.
Sheep and the use of wool and felt are absolutely central to that latter
way of life (Figs. 4.20, 4.21, and 4.22), but they appear far less pivotal on
the steppes during Bronze Age times. Large-scale, almost industrial surplus
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Figure 4.21. Heavy felt door covering to yurt, Wakhan corridor northeastern
Afghanistan (adapted from Michaud and Michaud 1978: pl. 23).

production of woolen textiles of varying qualities was practiced in the temple
and palace institutional economies of Mesopotamia, possibly from the late
fourth or third millennium BC onwards (cf. the discussion in the next chapter).
We know these textiles were traded widely throughout the Ancient Near

Figure 4.22. Kazakh women preparing felt for rugs and mats (adapted from Trippett
1974: 149).
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East during the Bronze Age. Did such exchange reach the steppes and/or did
knowledge of such production stimulate their ever-increasing utilization there,
or was their ultimate use on the steppes the product of a totally independent
process of development? What are the archaeological indices documenting
such utilization?
Possible woolen rugs and felt mats and carpets have been documented in
Early Bronze kurgans on the steppes and in Transcaucasia (Barber 1991: 169–
170, 220–222; Kushnareva 1997: 92, 231), but how widespread was their use at
this time? Years ago, Berthold Laufer (1930: 2; cited in Barber 1991: 221–22)
observed:
Eliminate felt from Chinese, Greek, and Roman civilizations, and they
would still remain what they are, not being in the least affected by this minus.
Eliminate the same element from the life of the nomadic populations, and
they would cease to exist, they would never have come into existence.

Similarly, Basilov and Naumova (1989: 101) emphasize:
It is hard to imagine the daily life of the nomadic and seminomadic peoples
without carpets and felts. Convenient to handle and transport, they were
indispensable to the nomads.

The Bronze Age herders of the western steppes also raised nearly all the
animals kept by later Eurasian mounted nomads, save perhaps Bactrian camels.
It is the relative frequency of the different species, particularly the striking
dominance of cattle and the markedly secondary presence of ovicaprines and
horses that are distinctive and suggestive of a fundamentally different way of
life. The multi-animal nomadism of later times was a tightly integrated system,
highly adapted to coping with the rigorous conditions of life on the steppes,
particularly the long cold winters. It essentially took the two-plus millennia
of the Bronze Age to come up with the right combination of animals and
the development of technologies for maximizing their control and utilization.
There clearly is still much to be learned about stock herding and the utilization
of animal power and products on the Bronze Age Eurasian steppes.
THE TRANSFORMATION AND EASTWARD EXPANSION
OF METALLURGY DURING THE LATE BRONZE AGE;
ACCOUNTING FOR ITS SOCIAL ORGANIZATION – THE
CONTRASTIVE HIGHLY CENTRALIZED “GULAG” OR
FLEXIBLE/OPPORTUNISTIC “GOLD RUSH” MODELS

Throughout our study we have utilized E.N. Chernykh’s concept of a metallurgical province or large area, comprising numerous distinct archaeological
cultures, which are linked together through a shared tradition of producing and working metal artifacts into a limited number of related types of
tools and weapons. According to Chernykh, the ﬁrst such province – the
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Carpatho-Balkan Metallurgical Province (CBMP) – emerged in the northern Balkans and Carpathian mountains and expanded northeastwards across
the western Eurasian steppes at least as far east as the Lower Volga, supplying
semiﬁnished and ﬁnished metal products to regions either lacking in ores or
having minor or less accessible ore deposits. This province was then supplanted
by the even more extensive Circumpontic Metallurgical Province (CMP) in
the mid to late fourth millennium BC. According to the model, many of the
metals, now dominantly arsenical copper/bronzes, were mined and worked in
the southern Caucasus and exported north onto the steppes, though it is also
recognized that other areas, including the western Urals, were also centers of
primary ore extraction and reduction at this time.
Ukrainian archaeologists, such as V. I. Klochko (1994) and L. Cernych
(2003), have criticized the generally held assumption that most of the Early
and Middle Bronze Age arsenical copper/bronzes originated in the Caucasus.
They emphasize the considerable evidence for metal working in the form of
bellow nozzles, molds, crucibles, hammer stones and pounders, and founder’s
burials containing such remains that are found throughout the North Pontic
area from Chalcolithic times onwards. Metallographic studies have conﬁrmed
the distinctive, relatively primitive (by comparison to Balkan) metal-working
techniques of early Tripol’ye smiths, suggesting that they produced the objects
themselves, having received the metal possibly as semiﬁnished ingots (a point
also admitted by Chernykh, compare Klochko 1994: 145 with Chernykh 1992:
40–41). Such practices of locally producing widely shared metal types continued throughout the Early and Middle Bronze periods, or throughout the
existence of the postulated CMP.
L. Cernych (2003: 53–55) emphasizes the limits of spectrographic analysis
for identifying ore sources, questioning in particular the axiomatic identiﬁcation of arsenical copper/bronzes as Caucasian; she believes that many of these
could have come from other known sources, including Ukraine, particularly
the Donbass region in the east. Fingerprinting archaeological artifacts to speciﬁc source deposits is notoriously difﬁcult whether one uses compositional
spectrographic or lead-isotope analyses. The lack of speciﬁcity and internal
variability of the sources themselves make such identiﬁcations hazardous, as
does the continual reprocessing of metals possibly from different sources by the
ancient smiths.
Arsenical-bearing copper ores are quite common and were commonly
exploited in antiquity both in the Old and New Worlds. H. Lechtman (1996:
477, cited in Weeks 2003: 109) further explains:
In both the Old World . . . and the Americas, copper-arsenic alloys were
produced over a vast area, from Russia to Great Britain and from Chile to
Mexico. This production was made possible by the relatively large number
of metallic mineral species that contain arsenic, by their geological cooccurrence with ores of copper, and by the widespread association of these
ores in the earth’s crust.
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Such association makes it impossible to distinguish absolutely whether the
arsenic present in an artifact was deliberately alloyed, the product of co-smelting
copper and arsenic-rich ores or of just smelting arsenic-rich copper ores (Weeks
2003: 113–118). Because this determination is not certain, we have consistently used the admittedly awkward, ambiguous phrase – arsenical copper/
bronzes.
E. N. Chernykh (personal communication), however, is convinced that in
most instances the addition of arsenic was deliberate, an intentional alloy that
was added in controlled amounts to facilitate the production and functional use
of the objects. He claims that only about 10 arsenic-copper deposits, 2 or 3 of
which are Caucasian in origin, have a sufﬁciently high concentration of arsenic
for the consistent production of arsenical coppers of the more than 500 copper and polymetallic deposits that he has examined throughout Eurasia from
the Balkans to Mongolia. Certainly such arsenic-rich copper deposits existed
throughout the greater Ancient Near East (e.g., southeastern Arabia, central
Iran, etc.) and were exploited during the Bronze Age. Most of the known
arsenical copper/bronzes found farther south did not originate in the Caucasus, and it is unclear how distinctive or “ﬁngerprintable” Caucasian arsenical
copper/bronzes are, that is, whether or not they can be readily distinguished
analytically from other Old World arsenical copper/bronzes.
Regardless, a general eastwards extension and dramatic expansion of metal
production, distribution, and utilization are evident with the advent of the
Late Bronze Age, beginning possibly in the ﬁrst half of the second millennium
BC. This extension and expansion are reﬂected in the emergence of several
coexisting “metallurgical provinces,” according to Chernykh, or “hearths of
cultural genesis” in which “blocs of cultures” formed, according to Bochkarev
(1990, 1995b). These provinces include a Eurasian Metallurgical Province
(EAMP), divided into Asiatic and European zones (Chernykh 1992: 246);
a European Metallurgical Province (EMP); and Caucasian, Irano-Afghan, and
Central Asian provinces, the last of which extended east to Mongolia and
northwestern and northern China (Chernykh 1992: 264). Connections in
metal types and shared technologies can be traced across much of Eurasia,
though some extremely rich metal-producing and consuming areas, like the
Caucasus, seem to be more isolated or set apart than in the Early and Middle
Bronze Ages (see our earlier discussion in Chapter 3).
Though metal-producing and metal-working technologies have clearly
spread west to east across the steppe and forest-steppe belts, a pattern that
began in Chalcolithic times, it is now possible to detect movements of materials in the opposite direction, or east to west. Such a pattern possibly is ﬁrst
represented by the enigmatic Seima-Turbino horizon or “transcultural phenomenon” in which highly distinctive socketed axes, spearheads with forked
shanks, and curved daggers often with ﬁgured hilts, many of which are made
of tin bronzes apparently originating in the Altai, are found in cemeteries
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Figure 4.23. Distinctive copper and bronze artifacts from the Seima cemetery (adapted
from Chernykh 1992: 219, ﬁg. 73).

stretching from western Mongolia to Finland (Chernykh 1992: 215–233; Figs.
4.23 and 4.24). It is unclear how best to account for these geographically
disparate but obviously related mortuary remains. They may trace the actual
movements of a people or even of mounted warriors (?) across northern Eurasia
at the end of the Middle and beginning of the Late Bronze Age, or, alternatively, they may record some system of elite prestige exchange that is difﬁcult
to model given the incomplete, exclusively mortuary nature of the evidence.
What is clear is that during the Late Bronze Age peoples from more areas are
extracting more ores and producing more metal tools and weapons of related
types on a greatly expanded, nearly industrial scale across most of Eurasia.
Some of these peoples, such as those living in the western Urals, may have ﬁrst
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prospected for and extracted ores during the Early Bronze Age, whereas others,
such as those possibly at Kartamysh and related sites in the Donbass region of
eastern Ukraine (Tatarinov 2003), may have begun to exploit their local ores
only during Late Bronze times. Nevertheless, there was a dramatic expansion
in metallurgical production reﬂected in the discovery of tens of thousands of
metal artifacts from hoards, particularly in Europe, burials, and settlements. This
expansion in production, in turn, is clearly related to increased utilization for
agricultural and military purposes, as represented by the countless metal sickles
and very effective and obviously functional weapons, such as socketed axes,
spearheads, and knives. They are no longer principally luxuries, but necessary
items for conducting basic economic, social, and political activities.
Tin-bronzes also begin to be utilized on a much more extensive and regular
basis, though their dominant use is characteristic only of certain areas, such as
those occupied by Andronovo-related cultures east and south of the Urals or in
various parts of the Caucasus, such as Kakheti or eastern Georgia (Dschaparidze
2001: 103, 114; Inanischwili 2001: 147), representing in this latter case a greatly
expanded pattern of utilization of tin-bronzes that began during the late Early
Bronze period. Other areas, such as those occupied by Timber Grave related
communities, like the western Urals and the Don-Volga interﬂuve, continued to use principally arsenical copper/bronzes or even “pure” copper artifacts throughout the Late Bronze Age. The increased utilization of tin-bronzes
implies greatly expanded systems of exchange and probably the exploitation
of new sources of tin both far to the south and east, such as in the Zeravshan
valley and Rudny Altai, and probably also to the west in central Europe.
Currently, the expansion of metallurgical production during Late Bronze
times is best documented by recent archaeological (1991–2002) investigations
of the massive Kargaly complex that encompasses a roughly 500 sq. km. area
principally in the Ural basin west of Orenburg (Fig. 4.25). More than 30,000
surface mine workings have been documented in different zones across the
Kargaly region (Fig. 4.26 and Fig. 4.27), though it is unclear whether all, or
even most, of such surface workings can be dated to Late Bronze Timber Grave
times. This complex was also one of the principal sources for the copper mining
and smelting industry of imperial Russia during the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries AD, accounting for roughly one-quarter of copper production at this
time. Minimally the later Russian miners extended and considerably deepened
the Bronze Age mining shafts, though they used similar tools and dug similarlooking shafts, making it essentially impossible to distinguish the earlier Bronze
Age from imperial Russian exploitation.
Nevertheless, explorations of these surface workings and shafts have
frequently recovered Bronze Age materials, such as Timber Grave ceramic
fragments, and it is likely that hundreds of kilometers of interconnected galleries
were ﬁrst opened during Late Bronze times. The scale of Bronze Age copper
ore extraction at Kargaly, which has been estimated to consist of the extraction
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Figure 4.24. Copper and bronze artifacts from the Turbino I and II cemeteries
(adapted from Chernykh 1992: 220, ﬁg. 74).

of several million tons of copper minerals and possibly the production of
100,000 or more tons of copper, is staggering, even though its total extent
can never be precisely calculated, given this much later massive exploitation
during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries AD.
Excavations, which were conducted during the 1990s at the Gorny settlement within the Kargaly complex, support this interpretation of large-scale
specialized mining production. An unsuccessful prospecting shaft was opened
at the site probably towards the middle of the third millennium BC (Chernykh
2002d: 136–138; 2004: 293–294), and then the site was revisited and metal production began, as represented by an earlier phase of clusters of small pit-houses
or burrows dug deeply (some more than 2 m.) into the soil that are thought
to have been occupied seasonally, probably during the summer.
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Figure 4.25. Kargaly ore ﬁeld: basic zones of mineralization and concentration of
mining works (adaped from Chernykh 2002a: 11, ﬁgs. B.2 and B.3); translated from
the Russian. Relief of the Kargaly region (computerized reconstruction) and basic
zones of mineralization.
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Figure 4.26. The Kargaly landscape: traces of different mining shafts and dumps
(adapted from Chernykh 2002a: 29, ﬁg. 2.7).

A series of calibrated radiocarbon dates determined that the main period of
occupation (phase B) extended from the seventeenth through the fourteenth
centuries BC. During this period the settlement expanded considerably with
individual “housing/production complexes” extending over roughly 200 sq.
meters, consisting of different parts: dwellings, metallurgical and ore yards,
garbage pits, and underground “sacral” galleries imitating mining shafts. On
the basis principally of their size (Chernykh 1997a: 37), these dwellings are
thought to have been occupied year-round or permanently by miners who
were principally, if not exclusively, engaged in the extraction and, to a lesser
extent, smelting of the local copper ores and production of tools for continued
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Figure 4.27. Aerial photo of traces of mining works at Kargaly. The rectangular area
delimited in white corresponds to the mapped labyrinthine mining shafts and corridors
roughly 10–15 m. beneath the surface shown on the right (adapted from Chernykh
2002a: 30, ﬁg. 2.8); translated from the Russian.

local metal working purposes. More than 3000 metal artifacts, 174 fragments
of molds, and approximately 20 kg. of metallurgical slag were recovered from
the excavations at the Gorny settlement.
A very systematic and methodologically rigorous palynological study by
Spanish archaeological collaborators (Dı́az-del-Rı́o et al. 2006) determined
that the Late Bronze vegetative landscape essentially resembled the present day
open steppe surrounding the site, making it difﬁcult to sustain the large-scale
smelting of copper ores using only locally available woods as fuels. This fact
coupled with the relatively primitive metallurgical technology (Rovira 2004
and 2005) and relatively small amount of recovered slag and smelted copper has
led Chernykh (2002f: 88; 1997: 66–68) to believe that the specialized Bronze
Age miners at Kargaly were principally involved in the primary extraction
of copper ores, not the production of smelted processed copper. These ores
were then exported far to the west – at least as far as the Middle Volga basin.
He further speculates that the miners received livestock (principally cattle) in
exchange for their copper ores.
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Figure 4.28. Faunal remains from the cultural levels at the Gorny settlement; more
than 2,000,000 animal bones were recovered from these excavations. E.E. Antipina sits
in the middle of the hill of animal bones surrounded by other members of the Kargaly
project (adapted from cover Kargaly III volume).

One of the most unexpected discoveries at Gorny was the incredible number of recovered animal bones: roughly 2.3 million bones and bone fragments
comprising a volume of about 24 cubic meters were recovered from an excavated area of approximately 1000 sq. m. and represented the remains minimally
of tens of thousands of animals (Antipina 2004; Fig. 4.28). This mountain of
bones consisted almost exclusively of domesticated animals (99.8%), principally
cattle (roughly 80%), followed by sheep and goats, horses (2%), and pig (.3%)
(Antipina 2002). Most animals, undoubtedly, were eaten, but some, including embryonic calves, pregnant cows and mares, and dogs, were deliberately
buried in ritual contexts, associated with underground tunnels or passages on
the site that seemed deliberately to imitate the mining shafts and galleries. Many
bones were split and processed as tools, including the shoulder blades and long
bones of cattle, some of which were used as “throwaway” shovels, chisels and
picks/wedges for opening mining shafts and ore extraction (Figs. 4.29 and
4.30); that they could have been so utilized for opening and extending the
mining shafts was demonstrated experimentally.
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Figure 4.29. Series of mine-shaft opening bone wedge-shaped pointed tools from the
Gorny excavations (adapted from Antipina 2004: 197).

This incredibly large collection of bones from a relatively small excavated
area is difﬁcult to explain; it seems to represent an almost deliberate stockpiling of the animal remains. As reconstructed, the variability in the sex, age,
and size composition of the cattle remains, in particular, suggests that they
came from different herds. In most archaeological contexts, the faunal remains
represent only a small sample of the total number of animals that once had
been herded, stalled, and ultimately consumed by the humans who controlled
them. One assumes the same must have been true at Kargaly. Such sizeable
herds require substantial grazing land that must have extended far beyond the
area immediately surrounding the Gorny settlement. Thus it is argued that
herders brought their livestock to Gorny to exchange them for metal ores; the
miners then, according to this theory, were able to survive the entire year at
the site by slaughtering the animals and freezing their meat during the long,
snow-covered winter. Chernykh (1997a: 69–71) hypothesizes that the Gorny
phase B miners lived at the site and consumed meat, and presumably milk
products, year-round and that they exchanged the extracted copper ores for
the livestock.
It is hard to envision exactly how such a system was organized and coordinated. As already noted, cattle in particular are not very able to feed themselves
during long winters with deep snow covers, and the number of horses relative
to cattle is quite small and there is little or no evidence for the use of camels
(who are also able to dig beneath the snow for pasture). These animals could
have also provided dung for fuel to keep the miners warm during the winter,
though there is no direct evidence to support the use of dung as fuel for warmth
and/or smelting and other mining-related operations. Oxen could have been
used to haul wagons laden with copper ores, though again no direct evidence
has been found (or is likely to be found) to conﬁrm this aspect of the model.
Despite these uncertainties, what can be said unequivocally is that the materials

P1: IBE
052184780Xc04

CUFX073/Kohl

Printer: cupusbw

0 521 84811 3

November 8, 2006

2:8

Taming the Steppe – The Development of Mobile Economies

Figure 4.30. Bone wedge-shaped pointed tools for mining work, showing traces of
work (adapted from Antipina 2004: 232, ﬁg. 7.29).

from the Kargaly complex, particularly the Gorny settlement, represent something specialized both in terms of mining operations and livestock utilization;
both specializations should be interrelated and form part of a larger whole that
is not yet documented archaeologically, or satisfactorily reconstructed.
Metal-working technologies diffused across the steppes already in Chalcolithic times, initiating a tradition of metal working on the steppes that was
already millennia old by the Late Bronze Age. One of the most striking features
of Late Bronze settlements across the steppes is the pervasive evidence for local
metal working, as shown by the recovery of slag, nozzles, molds, crucibles, and
metal tools and weapons. Nearly everyone seems capable of working metals, at
least to some extent. How were metals brought to these sites, many of which
were far removed from ore sources? Were the production, distribution, and
consumption of metals coordinated activities directed by an overarching social
and political system, that is, a Late Bronze despotic totalitarian state or a less
centralized confederacy of related interdependent groups?
The miners at Kargaly must have led miserable lives, working and living
underground for a considerable part of, if not the entire, year, enduring hot
short summers and possibly long cold winters. Did they do this willingly or
were they compelled to do so by some despotic state, forming the bottom rungs
on a gulag-like labor camp system? The specialization in mining activities evident at the Gorny site seemingly supports this “gulag” model, but, unfortunately, there is little else recorded for the Timber Grave “cultural-historical
community,” besides an occasional ritual site, like the monumental Three
Island (Trekhostrovskoi) ﬁred wooden stepped or pyramidal structure above the
Middle Don northwest of Volgograd (D’yachenko et al. 2004; Skripkin et al.
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2004), to suggest additional specialization or complex hierarchically coordinated activities.
Thus, perhaps, an alternative model is more likely: prospectors occupying
known or recently discovered ore sources, exploiting them with relatively
primitive extraction procedures, and hauling the ores away on their sturdy
oxen-driven wagons to work elsewhere during other times of the year – the
“gold rush” model. Mining and herding activities were more broadly shared
and freely engaged in by different groups within the broader Timber Grave
“cultural-historical community.” Possibly – despite the substantial habitation
structures – the Gorny miners occupied the site only seasonally, living during
the winter in relatively small, dispersed, self-contained settlements, perhaps
resembling in their ubiquitous working of metals those of the somewhat earlier
Sintashta-Arkaim villages immediately across the Urals to the east.
These latter settlements are located typically on the ﬁrst terraces of marshy,
meandering streams, perfectly situated winter encampments to provide winter
forage for their livestock (Anthony n.d.), though it is also probably the case that
such well-watered locations were attractive places for settlement throughout
the year. As we have seen, nearly every excavated structure or house of the
excavated “Country of Towns” settlements contains evidence for the processing
of metals. Was this a supplementary activity conducted during the long winter
months, whereas during the summer some groups intensively extracted metal
ores? In other words, is it possible that the “Country of Towns” settlements –
or, more precisely, their later descendants, who presumably resembled them
in their broadly shared metalworking activities – provide the complement to
what is missing at Kargaly?
In this alternative model, Kargaly is occupied during the summer by herders
who also engage in the extraction of ores, minimally process them there, and
then haul the ores home with them to work during the long winter months
(and keep warm in the process). Some mining specialists, such as those at
Gorny, may continue to occupy mining sites year-round, but others, presumably with whom they are culturally related and/or politically afﬁliated, will
retreat with their cattle herds to live elsewhere during the long snow-covered
winter where, among, other activities, they will continue to work metals in
their densely packed and enclosed settlements. Perhaps confederacies of related
tribal groups were distributed across the Bronze Age steppes, providing enough
coordination to procure and distribute the ores that were extracted on an
increasingly intensive scale over time. This suggestion or alternative model, of
course, is speculative, lacking, at least at the moment, convincing archaeological conﬁrmation. Highly specialized activities, even on the immense scale of
ore extraction evident at Gorny, seem somehow to have taken place without
the coercive presence of an overarching centralized state.
Paradoxically, if anything, the Late Bronze archaeological record for the
western Eurasian steppes documents relations that are more egalitarian and less
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Figure 4.31. Oxen-driven wagons carrying a yurt and furnishings on the open Kazakh
steppe (adapted from Trippett 1974: 145).

stratiﬁed than what is known for the Early and Middle Bronze periods. At the
end of the Bronze Age, burials in ﬂat cemeteries typically replace raised kurgan
burials. Chernykh (1992: 191) observes:
The magniﬁcent Caucasian kurgan tombs of the Early and Middle Bronze
Age also became a thing of the past. Differentiation between burials was
still present, of course, but was rather more subtle. The general appearance
of all of the northern Eurasian cultures was more ‘egalitarian’ during the
LBA than it had been during the MBA and EBA.

This picture, of course, changes again dramatically with the advent of the
“royal” kurgans of the Iron Age, a development beyond the scope of this study.
How do ever-improving systems of transportation affect these metalproducing and metal-working activities? Speciﬁcally, what are the consequences of increased reliance on riding horses, as opposed to harnessing them
to wagons or “chariots,” during the Late Bronze Age? Unlike in the Middle
East (cf. Bulliet 1975), wheeled vehicles never totally disappear on the steppes;
they remain part of the historically and ethnographically documented material
culture of classic mounted steppe nomads (Fig. 4.31). But does their signiﬁcance diminish as the herders become mounted nomads, riding horses and, at
some point, keeping camels as pack animals? Wheeled vehicles seem to lose
their ritual social signiﬁcance during the Bronze Age, that is, they are not found
with such regularity in Late Bronze burials, as in Early and, particularly, Middle
Bronze times. Why? Is it no longer so prestigious to own an oxen-driven cart
when more social value and importance is attached to riding horses?
Ultimately, with the advent of iron, new, widely distributed sources of ores
were exploited that still needed to be exchanged, but they were moved now
by more mobile systems of transportation in which horses and probably Bactrian camels may have played critical roles. Even earlier during the Late Bronze
Age, steppe peoples had become more mobile and capable of spreading their
technological skills in the new areas into which they moved and opened up
far to the east. They also moved south into areas occupied by peoples principally engaged in agricultural activities, some of whom lived in state-structured
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societies far more socially complex than anything known on the steppes during Late Bronze times. How did they interact with the peoples with whom
they came into contact, and how were they transformed in the process? These
questions will be addressed in the next chapter as we turn our gaze further
south and review the archaeological record from southern Central Asian and
the Indo-Iranian borderlands during Late Bronze (traditionally Namazga VI)
times, or from the late third through the ﬁrst half of the second millennium BC.
BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH
N. YA. MERPERT

Photo 4.1. A young N. Ya. Merpert at Novgorod
in 1947.

Photo 4.2. Still digging (and drawing) at the site
of Tell Khazna I, Syria 1998.

Nikolai Yakovlevich Merpert, who was born in Moscow on November 26,
1922, celebrated his ﬁfty-ﬁfth year of work at the Institute of Archaeology,
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Russian Academy of Sciences in 2002 (Munchaev 2002). After ﬁnishing high
school Merpert served on the northwestern front in the early months of World
War II after the German invasion in June 1941. He was wounded several times,
receiving medals for his bravery, and was released from the Red Army as a
wounded veteran in 1942. Later that year he entered the Faculty of History at
Moscow State University and began to study archaeology under many famous
Russian archaeologists, including A. V. Gorodtsov.
His early work was on classical and Scythian remains and on later Slavic kurgans near Moscow, and he participated in the Soviet excavations to Mongolia
in 1948 and 1949, later coauthoring its ﬁnal published report Drevnemongol’skie
Goroda (Moscow: Nauka 1964). Immediately thereafter in 1950, he began to
work in the Volga region near Samara (or Kuybyshev from 1935 to 1991),
excavating scores of Bronze Age kurgans and Timber Grave settlements. He
continued to investigate Chalcolithic and Bronze Age developments on the
Eurasian steppes, publishing his famous doctoral dissertation (second PhD)
on the Yamnaya Pit Grave culture-historical community Drevneishie skotovody
volzhsko-ural’skogo mezhdurech’ya (Ancient Herders between the Volga and Ural
Basins) in 1974. His studies on the Eurasian steppes have continued throughout his long and distinguished career. Perhaps most notably, he has founded
his own “school” of highly trained specialists working on the western Eurasian
steppes, supervising nearly forty candidate and doctoral dissertations and lecturing frequently on the archaeology of the steppes at Moscow State University
(Munchaev 2002: 7, 9).
He has also excavated at the site of Serzhen Yurt in the northern Caucasus, at
Ezero in Bulgaria, and on salvage work and reconnaissance surveys in Egypt and
northwestern Sudan. He participated in the ﬁrst Soviet/Russian expedition to
Mesopotamia that excavated a series of Neolithic and Chalcolithic settlements
in northern Iraq from 1969 to 1984, and at Tell Khazna I and II in northeastern
Syria from 1988 till the present. He is the author of more than 300 scientiﬁc
publications. The recipient of many medals and honors, N.Ya. Merpert today
lectures on biblical archaeology at a private university in Moscow, serves as a
corresponding member of the editorial board for Rossiskaya Arkheologiya and
Vestnik Drevnei Istorii, and directs the group of archaeologists who are working
on expeditions abroad at the Institute of Archaeology in Moscow.
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chapte r 5
ENTER ING A SOWN WORLD OF
IR R IGATION AG R ICULTURE – FROM THE
STEPPES TO CENTRAL ASIA AND BEYOND:
PROCESSES OF MOVEMENT, ASSIMILATION,
AND TRANSFOR MATION INTO THE
“CIVILIZED” WORLD EAST OF SUMER
The inﬁltration process of Andronovo tribes to the south was relatively
slow. There are no traces of violent ends of farming settlements . . . The
contacts between steppe and farming tribes were of a peaceful character,
thereby promoting an exchange of agricultural products and crafts from the
south and copper and tin from northern regions. In this case settling down
and ‘dissolution’ of steppe population into that of farming oases could take
place.
(Vinogradova 1994: 46)

Central Asia usually refers to the extensive area south of the steppes and east
of the Caspian Sea, stretching east across Xinjiang and the Dzungar Basin to
the Gobi Desert of southern and Inner Mongolia nearly to the upper reaches
of the Huang Ho River in Kansu province of western China proper. It is
divided physically by the separate drainage systems formed by the knot of the
Pamir and Tien Shan mountains into western and eastern halves, often referred
to as western and eastern Turkestan. Our concern here will be principally
with Middle and Late Bronze developments in western or formerly Soviet
Central Asia, which today comprises the independent states of Turkmenistan,
Uzbekistan, Tadjikistan, and Kyrgyzstan together with the neighboring regions
of southern Kazakhstan, northern Afghanistan (north of the Hindu Kush), and
Khorassan and eastern Mazanderan provinces of northeastern Iran. We will
consider brieﬂy Bronze Age developments in eastern Central Asia (principally
in Xinjiang or today’s westernmost China) when we discuss problems with
archaeologically based ethnic and linguistic identiﬁcations at the end of this
chapter.
Western Central Asia can be deﬁned as the lands drained by the Amu Darya,
Syr Darya, their present and former tributaries, and the rivers and streams
ﬂowing north towards the Amu Darya from the Hindu Kush mountains of
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Figure 5.1. Eastern Iran (“Turan”) and adjacent regions, showing approximate locations of selected archaeological sites.

Afghanistan or west and north towards the Caspian from the Elburz and Kopet
Dagh mountains of Iranian Khorassan and eastern Mazanderan, as well as the
smaller streams ﬂowing north from the Kopet Dagh mountains into the Kara
Kum desert. This vast area, which contains distinct ecological zones ranging
from high intermontane valleys to piedmont and alluvial plains, can be characterized in general as a land of interior drainage with its waters ﬂowing either
into the landlocked Aral and Caspian basins or terminating in the Kara Kum
and Kyzyl Kum deserts (Fig. 5.2).
R. Pumpelly (1908: xxvii), who conducted systematic excavations at the site
of Anau in southern Turkmenistan at the beginning of the twentieth century,
referred to the entire area as a “cemetery whose graves are the wasted and halfburied mounds of vanished cites” (cf. Fig. 5.1 and Fig. 5.2). His description is
apt, though the location of such vanished cities varies greatly from one period
to another. Our concern here is not to detail this long history of development
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from the Neolithic to the Iron Age, an evolutionary sequence that has been
summarized and revised in English several times (e.g., Masson and Sarianidi
1972; Kohl 1984, 1992b; Dani and Masson 1992), but rather to discuss evidence
for sustained contacts between western Central Asia and the Eurasian steppes
to the north, processes that increasingly intensify from the end of the third into
the ﬁrst half of the second millennium BC. First we will review the history
of archaeological explorations in western Central Asia and describe brieﬂy the
physical features of its different regions.
ARCHAEOLOGICAL EXPLORATIONS IN WESTERN CENTRAL
ASIA FROM THE EXCAVATIONS AT ANAU TO THE DISCOVERY
OF THE BACTRIA-MARGIANA ARCHAEOLOGICAL COMPLEX
(OR “OXUS CIVILIZATION”) – THE EVOLUTIONARY HERITAGE
OF SOVIET AND WESTERN ARCHAEOLOGY IN CENTRAL ASIA

The Russians conquered Central Asia in the second half of the nineteenth century, taking Tashkent in 1865, Samarkand in 1868, and southern Turkmenistan
only later in the 1880s. They occupied the area militarily, occupying principally
cities, like Tashkent. They did not intensively colonize it with agricultural settlers as they had the plains abutting the northern Caucasus or the steppes of
western Siberia and northern Kazakhstan. The ﬁrst archaeological excavations
were conducted in the last decades of the nineteenth century by Russian military ofﬁcers and included early explorations of the important historical city
of Merv and General Komarov’s extensive trench that nearly bisected the earlier northern mound of Anau in southern Turkmenistan. The American R.
Pumpelly continued the work at Anau in 1904, investigating its two mounds
more systematically on a much smaller scale. Pumpelly’s work, which was published in 1908, brought Central Asia to the attention of Western scholars who
were trying to synthesize later prehistoric developments throughout the greater
Ancient Near East. Ironically, this Western attention later waned as the area
became politically inaccessible, while Soviet archaeologists, particularly after
World War II, uncovered many more sites and considerably expanded overall
understanding of its later prehistory. Beginning in the 1930s, Soviet scholars
established a series of complex interdisciplinary expeditions covering different
regions throughout the area (Kohl 1984: 18–23), and relevant research institutions also were founded under the aegis of the Soviet Academy of Sciences for
each of the Central Asian Republics.
Three of these interdisciplinary expeditions should be mentioned here: 1)
the Khoresmian Archaeological Ethnographic expedition, initially directed by
S.P. Tolstov, began in 1937 systematically to explore the historically important
area of ancient Khoresmia, or the area surrounding the Aral Sea, particularly
to its south along the extensive deltas formed by the lower courses of the Amu
Darya; 2) The Southern Turkmenistan Complex Archaeological Expedition
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(or Yu.T.A.K.E.) began its work in 1946 under the direction of M.E. Masson,
and in 1952 B. A. Kuftin conducted a series of deep soundings at the site of
Namazga-depe that established the basic Chalcolithic to Late Bronze sequence
(Namazga or NMG I-VI) still used today; and 3) The Soviet-Afghan Archaeological Expedition surveyed and excavated sites in northern Afghanistan or
southwestern Bactria from 1969 to 1979, and included the extensive Late
Bronze Age excavations of V.I. Sarianidi in the Dashly oasis, which together
with the work of the Uzbek scholar A. Askarov in northern Bactria at Sapallitepe from 1968 to 1973, initially deﬁned the Middle and Late Bronze cultural
complex now most commonly referred to as the Bactria-Margiana Archaeological Complex (BMAC), or what the French archaeologist H.-P. Francfort
(1984a: 174) has dubbed the “Oxus civilization.” Subsequently, V.I. Sarianidi’s excavations of monumental architectural constructions, particularly in the
Gonur and Togolok oases of historical Margiana or the lower course of the
Murghab river in southeastern Turkmenistan, uncovered the western or Margiana component of this newly recognized Bronze Age civilization. Despite the
upheaval associated with the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, archaeological investigations continue in all these areas except for northern Afghanistan
and today often include international collaborative projects bringing archaeologists trained in different national traditions of research.
Most of the past and even current archaeological investigations in Central
Asia have emphasized internal evolutionary developments (cf. Götzelt 1996),
even while acknowledging movements of peoples into the area or the establishment of intense exchange relations with neighboring regions to the south
and west. Initially, this emphasis was given a Marxist twist. Thus, S.P. Tolstov
(1962: 5, 12) initiated his Khoresmian project in part to demonstrate that the
pre-Islamic peoples of Central Asia had passed through a slave-holding socioeconomic stage or formation, and M.A. Itina (1977: 236–237) stressed the progressive overall development of society and growth in productive forces from
the Neolithic to the Iron Age despite the continuous arrival of Andronovorelated herders from the steppes and their supposed destruction of urban life
in southern regions at the end of the Bronze/ beginning of the Iron Age.
The sequence established for the Kopet Dagh piedmont strip of southern
Turkmenistan, which was ﬁrst deﬁnitively established by the soundings at
Namazga-depe and then elaborated by numerous Yu.T.A.K.E directed excavations of neighboring multiperiod tells, such as Altyn-depe (Masson 1988),
was interpreted principally in terms of internal development, a product of natural growth from small Djeitun Neolithic villages with largely undifferentiated
single-roomed houses to the advent of true cities with monumental public and
ritual architecture, such as stepped terraces or ziggurats, craft specialization,
and elite and impoverished residential quarters.
Western archaeologists, who have studied these materials, have placed them
in a broader geographic context that relates them more directly to complex
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“protourban” formations or “civilizations,” such as those documented in the
Helmand basin at Mundigak in western Afghanistan and Shahr-i Sokhta in
eastern Iran or at Harappa and Mohenjo-daro in the Indus Valley, but the
story is still to be explained principally in terms of local growth and adaptation
leading to the nearly contemporaneous, albeit related, emergence of these
complex formations in the second half of the third millennium BC or during
this proto-urban/urban phase. These perspectives are valuable and reinforce
the basic theme of broad interconnections and shared processes that are stressed
throughout our study, but they also sometimes result in the expectation that
everything must happen simultaneously across vast regions. Thus, for example,
H.-P. Francfort (1984b: 262) asserts:
. . . il devient absurde d’imaginar une Bactriane et une Margiane demeurées
isolées et sous-dévelopées au milieu de regions ‘urbanisées’ d’Iran, de
Turkménie, de l’Indus, du Baluchistan, et du Sud de l’Hindu-Kuch . . . on
voit que toute l’Asie centrale, à des degrees divers, a fait partie d’un trés
vaste ensemble urbain entre 2500 et 1800 environ. . . . [All sites of varying
size throughout this area] ont été touches par cette phase.

Similarly, the lack or extreme scarcity of recorded Chalcolithic and Early
Bronze remains on the plains of Bactria and Margiana or occupations prior to
this urban phase is explained as due to alluviation (i.e., their burial) coupled
with insufﬁcient research (cf. Salvatori 1998: 52). If the piedmont skirt or
atak of southern Turkmenistan records all these phases, then they must also be
present in Bactria and Margiana.
Perhaps future work will conﬁrm this perspective, but a point that must be
emphasized here and one to which we will return is that different local regions,
including some that were historically most signiﬁcant in Central Asia, such as
Khoresmia, Fergana, and the lower Zeravshan Valley, exhibit markedly different
records of development during late prehistoric times, as reﬂected in the very
archaeological terminology and sequences themselves that jump directly from
the Neolithic into the Bronze Age. What is fascinating about Central Asia is
this uneven record of development and how best to explain it, but before doing
so we need to sketch in greater detail the physical and environmental features
of this area.

PHYSICAL FEATURES OF THE LAND – DESERTS,
MOUNTAINS, AND SOURCES OF WATER; ENVIRONMENTAL
CHANGES AND ADAPTATIONS TO ARID ENVIRONMENTS;
IRRIGATION AGRICULTURE AND EXTENSIVE HERDING
AND SEASONAL TRANSHUMANCE

Today most of western Central Asia, save for its high mountain valleys to
the south and east, is an arid area in which it is necessary to irrigate ﬁelds
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in order to raise crops. Russian specialists (e.g., contrast Lisitsina 1978 with
Dolukhanov 1981) differ sharply as to the extent of climatic changes that have
occurred during Early and Middle Holocene times. Certainly, some areas, such
as limited regions of the piedmont skirt or atak of southern Turkmenistan, may
have changed little or have always depended on the relatively stable groundwater
discharges feeding the small rivers and streams ﬂowing down from the northern
slopes of the Kopet Dagh mountains. On the other hand, soil analyses and
archaeological data in the form of numerous recorded stations of hunters and
ﬁshermen from other areas, such as the hilly region of salt lakes in the inner
Kyzyl Kum desert, suggest considerable desiccation and aridization, long-term
processes that intensiﬁed particularly towards the end of the third millennium
BC (ca. 2200 BC) and have been recorded elsewhere both on the steppes
to the north and in the Ancient Near East to the south and west (Hiebert
2000). Although it is difﬁcult to generalize about the entire area, given marked
differences in local conditions, it seems reasonable to conclude that the area
became even drier during the Middle and Late Bronze Age, or that period
that witnessed a considerable expansion of permanent settlement, supposedly
based on irrigation agriculture (Lisitsina 1981: 62–63), both on the Margiana
and Bactrian plains and presumably on the terminal branches of the Lower
Zeravashan and in the Akcha Darya delta of the Amu Darya or ancient Oxus
River south of the Aral Sea.
The lower courses of the major rivers of western Central Asia have often
retracted, such as the Lower Zeravshan that once ﬂowed into the Amu Darya,
and/or have exhibited considerable hydrological instability over time, sometimes even changing direction, such as the lower Amu Darya that at times
ﬂowed towards the Caspian, not into the southern Aral Sea. These “Seas” are
both landlocked basins, fed principally in the case of the Caspian by the Volga
and Ural Rivers that ﬂow into it from the north, and in the case of the Aral
by the Amu Darya and Syr Darya that ﬂow into it respectively from the south
and northeast. The overexploitation of these latter two rivers and diversion of
their waters for irrigation purposes principally to produce the “white gold”
crop of cotton during Soviet times is a principal reason for the current “death”
or severe ongoing shrinkage of the Aral Sea. Presently, the much-reduced
Aral Sea (approximately 51–53 m. above sea level) lies at an absolute elevation roughly 80 m. above that of the Caspian (roughly 28 m. above sea level),
though the latter also has experienced a complicated history of periodically rising and transgressing or spreading west across the low-lying steppes of northern
Daghestan and then retracting back.
The area contains two “Mesopotamias” or lands between rivers: 1) the ﬁrst
consisting of the area drained by the Amu Darya (approximately 2500 km.
long with numerous tributaries forming a catchment area of roughly
300,000 sq. km.) and the Syr Darya (stretching nearly 3000 km. from the
source of its parent Naryn river and draining more than 200,000 sq. km.),
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both of which today ﬂow into the Aral Sea; and 2) the much smaller “little
Mesopotamia” formed by the Tedjen (roughly 1150 km. long with a catchment
area of approximately 70,000 sq. km.) and the Murghab (roughly 1000 km.
long, draining approximately 50,000 sq. km.), both of which terminate in the
Kara Kum desert of southern Turkmenistan (for more detail, see Kohl 1984:
25–34). Both rivers peak in early spring, being fed by snow melt from the
mountains of northwestern Afghanistan and, in the case of the Tedjen, also the
Khorassan highlands of northeastern Iran.
As far as is currently known, the upper and middle courses of the Amu Darya
and Syr Darya were not directly exploited (i.e., their waters not diverted for
irrigation) in the Bronze Age (Hiebert and Kohl 2000), although numerous
settlements are recorded along the tributaries of the Amu Darya or ancient
Oxus River in the highland valleys of southern Tadjikistan and the contiguous Bactrian plains of southern Uzbekistan and northern Afghanistan through
which the river ﬂows, justifying the appellation “Oxus civilization” (Francfort 1984a). The terminal deltas of the lower courses of these rivers were
diverted for irrigation purposes during the Late Bronze Age, but by peoples,
such as the bearers of the Tazabag’yab culture, whose remains, particularly
ceramics, resemble Andronovo-related materials from the Trans Urals region
to the north, suggesting some protracted process of movement into the area
and assimilation with the local post-Kelteminar or Neolithic population of the
area.
Except for the practice of irrigation agriculture and metallurgy, the Late
Bronze sites on the Lower Zeravshan, Lower Amu Darya, or Lower Syr Darya
Rivers exhibit none of the cultural complexity seen farther south on sites of
the Bactriana-Margiana Archaeological Complex (BMAC). Unlike the big
Central Asian “Mesopotamia,” the land between the lower courses of the
Tedjen and Murghab Rivers was exploited by oasis irrigation agriculturalists
as early as Late Chalcolithic times, and the Margiana plain formed by the
Lower Murghab constituted one of the principal foci of elaborate cultural
developments during the Middle and Late Bronze Age.
The atak or piedmont “skirt,” which is drained by nearly ﬁfty small rivers
and streams ﬂowing north from the Kopet Dagh mountains into the southern Kara Kum desert, provided the setting for the long development of
permanent settlements practicing irrigation agriculture, a process that began
possibly as early as the late seventh millennium BC. This fertile strip –
approximately 80 km. wide by 600 km. long – is characterized by a relatively stable discharge or ﬂow of waters and by the relative lack of huge
ﬂooded areas and destructive mudﬂows during the spring high water period.
Today many underground karez or qanat systems cross this strip, which tap the
high water table and groundwater sources, a practice that may initially have
been introduced in late prehistoric times, though more research is needed
to determine exactly when these systems were ﬁrst developed. The southern
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Figure 5.3. Southwestern Turkmenistan and northeastern Iran (adapted from Lecomte
1999: 136, ﬁg. 1).

Turkmenian atak is dotted with multiperiod tells of the characteristic Ancient
Near Eastern type, some of which contain cultural deposits more than 30 m.
thick.
Finally farther west, the Atrek and Gorgan Rivers drain the northeastern
Iranian plateau and the eastern Elburz and western Kopet Dagh mountains,
running parallel in their lower courses before ﬂowing into the southeastern
corner of the Caspian Sea (Fig. 5.3). The contiguous Gorgan and Misrian
plains formed by these rivers are extremely fertile when watered and comprised the important classical region of Hyrcania. Today, they are divided by
the international border between Iran and Turkmenistan, a political reality that
has precluded their systematic investigation as a single region as well as their
conceptualization as a naturally integrated region or province within western Central Asia. The Gorgan plain in Iran, like the atak strip of southern
Turkmenistan, is dotted with scores of multiperiod tells (Arne 1945; Kiani
1982; Shiomi 1976, 1978), documenting a sequence that extends throughout
late prehistoric times, whereas the drier Misrian plain to the north in western Turkmenistan is, on current understanding, only ﬁrst extensively occupied
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Figure 5.4. Map of sites on Misrian Plain with major irrigation canals (adapted from
Lecomte 1999: 139, ﬁg. 2).

during the Iron Age by the very large sites (some exceeding 200 ha. total area)
of the Archaic Dehistan culture, possibly beginning towards the end of the
second millennium BC.
These latter sites emerged only after the construction of an elaborate system
of irrigation canals, the main branch of which extended from the lower Atrek
across the plain to the northwest for roughly 130 km. (Kes’, Kostyuchenko, and
Lisitsina 1980; Lecomte 1999; Fig. 5.4). It is also to be noted that the so-called
Alexander Wall, which may have initially been constructed in Parthian times
and then extended and strengthened by the Sasanians (Keall and Roaf 2000),
stretches more than 150 km. from the southeastern corner of the Caspian to
the northeast, running south of today’s international border and paralleling
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the Gorgan River that ﬂows to its south. This wall was built to stem the
incursions of mounted nomads coming down from the north to plunder the
towns and cities of the Gorgan plain and the northeastern Iranian plateau. It
formed part of the extensive system of Sasanian long wall fortiﬁcations (limes)
on both sides of the Caspian that were constructed for this same purpose (Aliev
et al. n.d.).
THE TWO WORLDS OF WESTERN CENTRAL ASIA:
“CIVILIZED” AND “BARBARIAN”; ARCHAEOLOGICAL
TRANSFORMATIONS – MOBILE CATTLE HERDERS BECOME
IRRIGATION AGRICULTURALISTS; THE MULTIPLE ORIGINS,
FLORESCENCE, AND COLLAPSE OF THE BACTRIA-MARGIANA
ARCHAEOLOGICAL COMPLEX

Russian archaeologists have long recognized the presence of steppe Bronze Age
materials, particularly handmade coarsely incised ceramics, in western Central
Asia and have interpreted their presence as documenting movements of stock
breeding “nomads” north to south from the Eurasian steppes into the irrigated
oases and highland valleys of Central Asia. Most researchers today see such
movements as protracted processes occurring over centuries and not as sudden events, and most stress their largely peaceful character, involving gradual
assimilation with the already established, culturally more complex agriculturally based populations of the region (e.g., Itina 1977; Kuzmina 1994; P’yankova
1993, 1994, 1999; Vinogradova 1994, 2004; Kutimov 1999; Shchetenko 1999).
Certain materials and technologies may have diffused south to north, whereas
the primary movements of herders from the steppes, who are thought to have
spoken a different language(s), proceeded in the opposite direction (Itina 1977:
235–236). Processes of assimilation are recognized, but the contrasts between
the “barbarian” herders of the steppes and the “civilized” irrigation agriculturalists of the oases are emphasized and ﬁnd direct reﬂection in a series of
material culture traits.
“Barbarian” western Central Asia exhibits a markedly different sequence of
developments from “civilized” Central Asia: a protracted and fairly primitive
Neolithic horizon in which ﬁshing and non–food-producing activities remain
considerably important but suddenly change or are interrupted seemingly by
the arrivals of new peoples from both the north and the south, and this transformation leads to the construction of irrigation networks along the terminal
deltaic fans of the Lower Amu Darya and the beginnings of their Bronze Age
(Fig. 5.5). Irrigation technology, wheel-turned ceramic imports, and possibly wool-producing ﬂocks of sheep and goats as well as Bactrian camels diffuse
south to north or indicate contact with the southern “civilized” world, whereas
large semisubterranean pit dwellings, crude incised pottery, horses, and evidence for local metal-working activities suggest contacts to, if not also actual
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Figure 5.5. Kokcha 15 settlement, Tazabag’yab culture, in the Akcha-darya delta,
Khoresmia (northern Turkmenistan, south of Aral Sea): irrigation networks with
semisubterranean pit-houses (adapted from Itina 1977: 46, ﬁg. 4); legend: 1 – houses;
2 – traces of irrigation network; 3 – borders of surface dwellings.

movements of peoples from, the north, from either side of the southern Urals
on the western Eurasian steppes.
Clearly, if we were to draw the borders of the Namazga-related cultures and
subsequent civilization or BMAC, they would not only differ substantially from
the borders that deﬁne the contemporary nation-states of the region, but also
they would ﬂuctuate and expand over time, incorporating, for example, new
regions, such as Margiana, Bactria, and possibly the Lower Zeravshan and the
narrow mountain valleys of southern Tadjikistan during the Middle and Late
Bronze periods. Peoples from the steppes principally herded animals and produced relatively coarse incised and immediately recognizable handmade ceramics (Fig. 5.6). They often continued to live in large semisubterranean pit houses,
even when they had settled permanently and practiced irrigation agriculture
(Itina 1977: 44–103; Fig. 5.5). They utilized wheeled vehicles and probably
rode horses, and they cast sophisticated and also diagnostic and highly functional tin-bronze weapons and tools (Fig. 5.7).
The southern farmers, on the other hand, continued to extend their systems
of irrigation agriculture, a tradition that began through the diversion of the
largely rain-fed streams that ﬂowed down from the Kopet Dagh mountains and
that by the Middle Chalcolithic (NMG II) period included the construction
of larger canals paralleling the terminal streams from the deltaic fans of the
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Figure 5.6. Andronovo-related “steppe” ceramics from the Kangurttut settlement,
southern Tadjikistan (adapted from Vinogradova 2004: 144, ﬁg. 25).

Lower Tedjen and then by the Middle Bronze period the Lower Murghab and
tributaries of the Middle Amu Darya and rivers ﬂowing onto the northern
and southern Bactrian plains. The long prehistoric Namazga sequence of cultural development from Neolithic through Late Bronze times in southern
Turkmenistan was related or interconnected in some way with developments
taking place in neighboring regions of northern Iran, as documented, above
all, on the densely settled Gorgan plain at sites such as Shah-tepe, Tureng
tepe, and Yarim tepe, and on the Iranian plateau proper at sites, such as
Hissar at Damghan or the Nishapur-P sites near Nishapur (Hiebert and Dyson
2002).
Similarly, Anau or Namazga-related materials have also been found in the
Upper Atrek Valley at sites such as Yom tepe and on the Darreh Gaz plain,
which is nestled between the Iranian plateau proper and the northern piedmont strip or atak of southern Turkmenistan, at sites such as Yarim Tepe (or
DG 2, Kohl and Heskel 1980; Fig. 5.8). Systematic surveys, which currently
are being undertaken in northeastern Iranian Khorassan by Iranian archaeologists (Yazdi 2004; Garazhian 2004) are recording many related multiperiod
tells and more extensive single-period sites both in the intermontane valleys of
Khorassan and farther south bordering the great Dasht-e Kavir desert of the
central Iranian plateau. Undoubtedly, more Namazga-related sites eventually
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Figure 5.7. Bronze tools and weapons, including stone-casting mould, and clay ﬁgurines and spindle whorls from the Kangurttut settlement (adapted from Vinogradova
2004: 145, ﬁg. 27).

will be documented along the Kashaf Rud stretching through the Meshed
plain east to join the Tedjen River at Serakhs. In other words, the Kopet Dagh
mountain range
never acted as a barrier, but rather as a corridor where an intense cultural
exchange took place. The material evidence of cultural traits shared on both
sides of the Kopet Dagh is large, widespread and precise . . . and covers the
cultural sequence from the Neolithic to the Iron Age. At a certain point in
time, two cultural regions, a western and an eastern one, can be detected
both encompassing the two sides of the Kopet Dagh. (Salvatori 2003: 7; cf.
also Kohl, Biscione, and Ingraham 1981)

By the late third millennium, these sedentary farmers ﬁred elegantly proportioned wheel-turned ceramics, including diagnostic footed vases and inverted
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Figure 5.8. Multiperiod prehistoric mound of Yarim Tepe on the intermontane Darreh Gaz plain of northeastern Iran (picture taken by P. L. Kohl, November 1978)

conical cups; they lived in above-ground, mud-brick houses often in planned
fortiﬁed settlements with monumental public architecture that are described
on analogy to Mesopotamia as “temples” and “palaces” (Sarianidi 1986: 64;
1998a: 83; Fig. 5.9), and they produced a range of prestige crafts, some made
from exotic materials, such as lapis lazuli, steatite, and alabaster, that had to have
been imported onto these plains and some, such as grooved stone columns and
long tapering staffs, that apparently were used principally for ritual or cultic
purposes. They also worked copper, copper-lead, and copper-arsenic metals,
and over time they made tin-bronzes, producing distinctive vials with applied
wands with thickened ends or pins sometimes capped with ﬁgured animals,
mirrors, and elaborate ceremonial shaft-hole axes with ﬂaring tails (cf. Hiebert
1994b for an overview of BMAC craft production).
Notably, possibly from as early as Late Chalcolithic fourth millennium times
(as represented by a ﬁgured stone cylinder seal from Sarazm (Isakov 1994: Fig.
10; Fig. 3.2b above), they also had seals or devices for securing the contents of
vessels and rooms for administrative purposes, including highly diagnostic metal
and then stone compartmented seals with elaborate geometric and ﬁgured representations. Occasional spectacular ﬁnds – such as “royal” burials (Fig. 5.10)
with four-wheeled wagons, one of which may have been driven by a Bactrian camel (Fig. 5.11), a classic Harappan stamped seal depicting an elephant
with Indus script (Fig. 5.12a), a Trans-Elamite-like cylinder seal (Fig. 5.12b),
gold and silver vessels, some depicting Bactrian camels (Fig. 5.12c), and bullae with seal impressions (Fig. 5.13a) and a Sargonid (?) cylinder seal with a
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Figure 5.9. Gonur-depe: (a) general plan of temenos and north mound (adapted from
Kosarev et al. 2004: 230, ﬁg. 2); and (b) palace-temple complex of Gonur north
(adapted from Sarianidi 2005: 31).

Figure 5.10. “Royal” Burial 3225 with remains of four-wheeled wagon (adapted from
Sarianidi 2005: 240).
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Figure 5.11. Plan of Burial 3200, northern edge of “Royal Cemetery” Gonur-depe
north “Palace-Temple” complex; 1 – concentration of valuable funereal gifts; 2 – two
fragments of mosaics with “carpet” ornamentation, silver cosmetic ﬂask, tiny cosmetic
shovel-shaped applier, toggle pin with its head in the form of a lying calf, iron toggle
pin with its head in the form of a gold eight-pointed star, a half-moon, and a standing
golden gazelle and a crouching turquoise lion; 3 – a two-meter-long stone staff with
its end in the form of a horse’s hoof; 4 – stone disk of marble limestone; 5 – bronze
objects of uncertain signiﬁcance; 6 – two open bronze “censers” and a ceramic vase on
a raised hollow foot with decoration; 7 – a patch of red-ﬁred sand; 8 – concentration
of bones of an adult camel; 9 – two large ceramic vessels with narrow bases; 10 – a
four-wheeled wagon; 11 – the skeleton of an adult camel lying in correct anatomical
order; 12 – the complete skeleton of a dog in correct anatomical order; 13 – a strongly
disturbed skeleton of a young horse; and 14 – the strewn accumulation of disarticulated
bones of four individuals.

cuneiform inscription (Fig. 5.13b) at the Gonur-depe north “palace-temple”
complex and adjacent “royal cemetery” (Sarianidi 2002, 2005; Kosarev et al.
2004; for a criticism of the identiﬁcation of the public architecture at Gonur
and the hypothesized proto-Zoroastrian rituals that are supposed to have been
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Figure 5.12. (a) Harappan seal with inscription from Gonur-depe north “PalaceTemple” complex, “water temple” (excavation 9), room 19; (b) trans-Elamite-like seal
from Gonur-depe, north “Palace-Temple” complex, northern “Temple of Sacriﬁces,”
western façade, near an “altar” (adapted from Kosarev et al. 2004: 239, 241); (c) Silver
goblet with Bactrian camel, Gonur-depe “royal” burial 3220 (adapted from Sarianidi
2005: 236).

conducted in them cf. Francfort 2005: 276–285) – all bespeak some form of
extensive interregional relations, such as mercantile exchange or the establishment of political alliances, with other late third/early second millennium states
of the Ancient Near East (cf. later discussion).
The basic pattern is clear. “Civilized” western Central Asia of southern
Turkmenistan, Margiana, and Bactria interacted, probably principally through
the exchange of raw materials and ﬁnished prestige goods (Lyonnet 2005;
n.d.a.), with other “civilized” centers of the ancient Near East in eastern Iran,
Baluchistan, the Indus Valley, the Elamite realm of southwestern Iran, and
greater Mesopotamia. “Barbarian” western Central Asia, which at this time
included Khoresmia, the Fergana Valley, and possibly the Lower Zeravshan
Valley and the narrow intermontane valleys of southern Tadjikistan, witnessed
relatively sudden changes or transformations of their local cultural sequences
marked by the appearance of steppe ceramics, distinctive architecture, and
decentralized metal-working practices that produced functional tin-bronze
tools and weapons (Vinogradova 1994: 40, 42–44) with direct parallels to
Andronovo-related sites from the southern trans-Urals region and adjacent
steppes of western Kazakhstan and Siberia.
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Numerous “steppe” burials are now being recorded in the Middle Zeravshan
Valley (Tosi, personal communication), suggesting that settlement from the
north into Central Asia became relatively substantial at some point during
the later Bronze Age. Such archaeologically attested “steppe” material remains
have most plausibly been interpreted as evidence for the gradual movements
of peoples from farther north into the Lower Amu Darya region south of the
Aral Sea and across the Kyzyl and Kara Kum deserts ﬁrst into “barbarian” and
ultimately into “civilized” western Central Asia. When did these movements
begin and how do they compare with the previously discussed north to south
movements of peoples with oxen-driven wheeled wagons from the western
Eurasian steppes across and around the Caucasus?
Whereas the Eurasian steppes directly abut the northwestern Caucasus and
the settled agricultural communities of Transcaucasia, the Kyzyl and Kara Kum
deserts separate the steppes from the “civilized” southern plains of western
Central Asia. These deserts functioned as a more effective cultural barrier until
roughly the end of the third millennium BC, when the semisedentary cattle
herders in the Volga and Ural river basins and even farther east were regularly
able to cross these extensive arid expanses by developing ever more mobile
means of transportation with the help of horses and, most likely, Bactrian
camels, which had earlier been harnessed to wagons and probably used to haul
goods and worked for draft purposes in southern Central Asia and eastern
Iran. It is therefore not surprising that contacts between the western Eurasian
steppes and the Ancient Near East developed earlier on the western side of
the Caspian since the steppes and the Caucasus mountains, particularly in
the northwest along the Kuban River, were directly contiguous with one
another, not separated by waterless deserts, the only problem being how to
get around or over the high Caucasus mountains. The mobile cattle herding
economy of the Bronze Age steppes, which developed after the breakup of the
gigantic Tripol’ye settlements in central Ukraine, also initially spread west to
east reaching the Caucasus before emerging in the Don and Volga basins and
east of the Urals. Thus, peoples on the steppes moved south of the Caucasus
before entering southern Central Asia for easily understood natural physical
and historical reasons.
The precise beginnings of the gradual but continual movements of cattle herders north to south east of the Caspian Sea are uncertain owing to the
somewhat ﬂoating, unanchored chronology of Bronze Age steppe remains, particularly for sites located east of the Urals. The earliest evidence suggesting form
of connection with the steppes to the north may be the rich Afanasievo-like
burial from Sarazm I, dating at least to the late fourth millennium BC, although
this constitutes a unique, isolated example of such contact at that time (Lyonnet,
personal communication). Much later, early Andronovo ceramics with Abashevo and Petrovka elements in association with Sarazm IV ceramics were
excavated at Tugaı̈ along the right bank of the Zeravshan river immediately
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Figure 5.13. (a) Bullae with impressions of cylinder seals found within Gonur
“temenos” (adapted from Sarianidi 2002: 195); (b) Cylinder seal with cuneiform
inscription from Gonur-depe necropolis (adapted from Sarianidi 2002: 326).

east of Samarkand (Avanessova 1996), suggesting that more substantial contacts
had been established by the middle of the third millennium, though Parzinger
(2003: 270, 280) argues convincingly that the Tugai settlement was occupied
subsequent to the ﬁnal occupation of Sarazm or during the second half of
the third millennium. Interestingly, the limited salvage work at this site also
yielded considerable evidence for metal working (crucibles, kilns, slag, etc.), a
characteristic practice of the later Andronovo-related groups that moved south
into Central Asia at the beginning of the second millennium and worked the
tin mines of the Zeravshan Valley (Alimov et al. 1998; Parzinger and Boroffka
2003).
The evidence for a steppe presence in southern Central Asia becomes more
substantial after the emergence of the Bactria Margiana Archaeological Complex (BMAC), the latter process already being underway by the late third
millennium BC (cf. chronological discussion in Section IV). Archaeologically,
the arrival of these newcomers from the north is recorded by the discovery of
scatters of “nomadic” or “incised coarse ware” sherds in the Murghab delta, as
well as by their occasional occurrence in the excavations of the public buildings
in the major centers in the Togolok, Gonur, and Dashly oases.
We will not review in detail here all the features of the BMAC, nor exhaustively review problems of its origins, chronology, and geographical extent.
These topics are fundamentally related to current understanding or the state
of research and are extremely complex and sharply debated by specialists
working on these materials (for a general accessible summary, cf. LambergKarlovsky 1996: 194–217). The use of the term BMAC itself is debated,
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referring either to settlement on these plains in both Middle (Namazga V)
and Late (Namazga VI) Bronze Age times or just exclusively the latter. Salvatori (personal communication) believes that the term BMAC should be
reserved for the Late Bronze Age because many substantial changes occurred
between Middle and Late Bronze times, including shifts in settlement pattern (from centralized to acephalous), defensive architecture (square to circular towers), stamp seals (from metal compartmented seals to stone stamp
seals), ﬁgurines, and so forth. According to him, most of the plundered,
truly spectacular BMAC materials from Bactria – as well as now the properly excavated ones from the Gonur necropolis, particularly the newly recognized “royal cemetery” in Margiana (Figs. 5.9–5.13) – date to his urban
phase or Middle Bronze Age, that is, to the last centuries of the third millennium BC (cf. his discussion and list of new calibrated C14 dates, Salvatori 2000:
97–103; cf. also the list of calibrated C14 dates for Central Asia in Vingogradova
2004: 290–297), and contemporary with the ﬁnal Namazga V occupation at
Altyn-depe and other contemporaneous sites in the piedmont strip of southern
Turkmenistan.
Kircho and Popov (2005: 528–541) have recently defended the basic outlines
of the traditional or “younger” Soviet/Russian chronology and published more
than two hundred C14 dates from Central Asia, including seventy-one analyzed
from Altyn-depe alone. Although many dates from the same sites and levels
vary widely (cf. our discussion in Chapter 4 on the uncertainties of C14 dates)
and some clearly cannot be correct, the overall late prehistoric Central Asia
chronology remains uncertain, “ﬂoating” over at least 300 years that allows
for alternative younger and older systems of dating. More works needs to be
done and more reliable dates still need to be compiled to resolve this uncertainty. Here we follow the Western or “older” system and accept Francfort and
Salvatori’s concept of an “urban phase,” the beginnings of which date to the
last centuries of the third millennium BC and which would include both the
earliest materials from Gonur North and the ﬁnal remains from Altyn-depe,
traditionally assigned to the Namazga V phase. In any event, materials from
this “urban phase” predate any signiﬁcant evidence for the arrival of northern
herders from the steppes.
Most archaeologists of the former Soviet Union initially seized on the obvious parallels in ceramics and ﬁgurines between the BMAC materials, on the
one hand, and those found on multiperiod tells in the Kopet Dagh piedmont
strip of southern Turkmenistan, on the other, to argue for a strong formative
inﬂuence from this latter region; indeed, the very fact that BMAC remains
were ﬁrst described by Soviet scholars as Namazga VI underlies their belief in
this basic genetic connection to the millennia-long developmental sequence
established by Soviet archaeologists in southern Turkmenistan. Not surprisingly, some Western scholars have observed similarities with other areas and

P1: FCW
052184780Xc05

CUFX073/Kohl

Printer: cupusbw

0 521 84811 3

November 8, 2006

4:56

Entering a Sown World of Irrigation Agriculture
in other materials, including earlier stone and metal seals and public architecture, from sites located to the south in eastern Iran, Afghanistan, and Pakistani
Baluchistan to suggest southern roots for the BMAC from these regions, if not
also from the Indus Valley itself. Undoubtedly, the BMAC had diverse origins
and both these perspectives can be maintained; they are not mutually exclusive or, as B. Lyonnet (n.d.: 48) observes, the BMAC represents “une culture
nourrie des deux poles, ‘turkmène’ et ‘indien’.”
Over time during the Late and Final Bronze periods the BMAC complex
or phenomenon became even more of a hybrid with the continuous arrival of
cattle herding pastoralists from farther north. These newcomers settled down
on the watered plains of Bactria and Margiana and changed their way of life,
adopting and transforming the material culture of the agriculturalists with
whom they came into contact. The central thesis here is that current archaeological evidence, as limited and problematic as it is, documents precisely the
assimilation process described above; that is, the later northern component of
the Late and Final Bronze Age manifestation of the BMAC, has been detected
archaeologically. What has been found is just what one would expect to show
the gradual, but continuous inﬁltration and assimilation of cattle herders into
the established sown world of irrigation agriculturalists that becomes increasingly substantial in the last phases of the Bronze Age, particularly towards the
middle of the second millennium BC.
Although incomplete and problematic, settlement pattern data for southern
Central Asia (cf. the calculations and caveats in Kohl 1984: 143–146, 151–
154, and 159–160; and also now the more systematic work in the Murghab
delta [Gubaev, Koshelenko, and Tosi 1998]) supports minimally the following
conclusions: 1) there is scant evidence for occupation of the lowland plains
of Margiana prior to the Middle Bronze period or prior to the second half
of the third millennium and later periods (Salvatori 1998: 52); 2) the total
known occupied area for the plains of Margiana and northern and southern
Bactria during Middle and Late Bronze Age times considerably exceeds the
known occupied area for earlier Chalcolithic and Bronze Age remains from
the piedmont strip of southern Turkmenistan or even also from northeastern
Iran (excluding the Gorgan plain), a fact that seems to preclude the possibility
of deriving the former exclusively from the latter, as has been postulated (e.g.,
Biscione 1977); and 3) the most notable disjunction in the settlement pattern
data in terms of location, size, and nature of settlements from southern Central
Asia from Neolithic through Iron Age times or throughout later prehistory
occurs precisely during this initial major occupation or settling of the lowland plains of Bactria and Margiana beginning in the second half of the third
millennium BC.
The lowland plains watered by the Lower Tedjen River and its terminal
branches and the Lower Murghab were occupied during Late Chalcolithic
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times (e.g., the Geoksyur oasis and scattered Namazga III materials in the
Kelleli oasis of Margiana), probably by settlers from southern Turkmenistan,
but this occupation was restricted as the recent survey work has demonstrated.
Evidence for an earlier occupation of the Bactrian plains west of the Kunduz
Valley or west of eastern Bactria (where such occupation has been documented
at Shortughaı̈ and other settlements on the Ai Khanum and Taluqan plains,
see Lyonnet 1997: 68–71) is even less apparent, save for the scatters of “Early
Neolithic” lithic materials found in the sands north of the Bronze Age oases
of northwestern Afghanistan (Vinogradov 1979).
It is impossible to calculate precisely the increase in settled area and its overall
extent during BMAC times. One major unresolved problem is the contemporaneity of the occupation of the various oases. If Russian archaeologists, like
Sarianidi, are correct in arguing for the sequential occupation of the oases and
the general movement of settlement in Margiana upstream over time (from
Kelleli to Gonur to Togolok to Takhirbai), then the total occupation in any
speciﬁc period correspondingly would be reduced (cf. Lyonnet n.d.: 53–54).
It is unclear to what extent this perspective is correct or to what extent it
simpliﬁes a much more complex reality (e.g., Gonur-depe north was occupied
during at least two, if not three, periods; see Hiebert 1994: 36–38; Salvatori,
personal communication). Nevertheless, the very rough calculations that can
be made suggest a substantial increase in settlement, comparing the data available for southern Turkmenistan in the Early Bronze period with that for the
Middle and Late Bronze BMAC settlements. It is difﬁcult to consider such a
marked increase in settlement as solely the product of a local developmental
process.
The BMAC synthesis is highly original, even if some of its practices (e.g.,
diverse mortuary rituals, use of seals) ﬁnd their roots farther south in Baluchistan and eastern Iran (trans-Elamite) or west in southern Turkmenistan. However one interprets the planned public architecture on BMAC sites (cf. again
the criticisms of Francfort 2005: 276–285), its distinctive, easily recognizable
character is apparent (Fig. 5.9). Most BMAC sites are at least to some extent
fortiﬁed, a feature that was not characteristic for many earlier settlements in
southern Turkmenistan, and the very presence of such fortiﬁcations suggests,
of course, that the settling of these plains was not an entirely peaceful process. The conﬂict may not have been so much between steppe and sown as
later arrivals ousting or displacing earlier peoples who had moved into the area;
sometimes the new immigrants may simply have occupied settlements that had
earlier been abandoned.
Many BMAC sites, such as the Dashly 3 “fortress” (Sarianidi 1977) or the
later “fort” at Gonur south (Sarianidi 1998a: 115), record later occupations by
peoples who signiﬁcantly alter the preexisting architecture and often contain
considerable evidence for metal working (Sarianidi, Terekhova, and Chernykh
1977: 35). A “fortress” (Sarianidi 1977: 33) rose above the earlier Dashly 3
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“palace,” and its third and fourth ﬁnal periods of occupation consisted of
reusing earlier rooms and constructing new, less substantial rooms within the
former “palace” courtyard. A clay crucible, slag, and copper ingots also were
recovered from this ﬁnal, almost squatter-like occupation.
Sites in the Kopet Dagh piedmont strip of southern Turkmenistan typically
form multiperiod tells that were occupied in some cases for millennia. Though
the larger excavated sites in Margiana exhibit a cultural sequence and were
occupied for some period of time, the total depth of cultural deposit on the
BMAC sites never approaches that of the larger tells in southern Turkmenistan
or northeastern Iran. The “deep sounding” of a stratiﬁed midden at Gonur
North extended down 3.5 m before reaching virgin soil (Hiebert 1994a: 30),
whereas the total depth of the cultural deposit at Altyn-depe was estimated
as at least 30 m. (Masson 1981: 75) and that of Yarim-depe on the Darreh
Gaz plain possibly even greater (Kohl and Heskel 1980; Fig. 5.8). BMAC sites
exhibit planned, highly symmetrically arranged architecture; by comparison,
the proto-urban settlement at Altyn-depe, with its winding streets and distinct
residential and functional areas (Fig. 5.14), seems to have evolved organically
over time; it was not preplanned in the same way as the major BMAC settlements, including even the smaller sites such as Sapallitepa (Askarov 1973),
obviously were. This contrast of BMAC features with other areas could be
extended, the point being that the BMAC represents something original, a
unique blend of diverse cultural elements.
How convincing is the empirical support for the thesis of a gradual continuous movement into and settling of the Margiana and Bactrian plains by
northern cattle herders? Do a total of 336 incised coarse ware sherds from
34 “nomadic camp sites” (Cerasetti 1998: 67; or 75 such sites, according to
Salvatori [personal communication]) constitute sufﬁcient proof for such postulated movements? Evidence for the Indo-Aryans – if that is the correct
ethnic/linguistic identiﬁcation for these cattle herders (see later discussion) –
has never seemed so meager and puny. Or does it? What would one expect
to ﬁnd archaeologically to document the process of gradual but continuous
movements of cattle herders onto the lowland plains of Margiana and Bactria?
The plains these settlers entered were not empty but already occupied by
peoples practicing a form of irrigation agriculture that they had developed over
preceding millennia. As the northern settlers entered these plains, their way of
life changed; they focused more on irrigation agriculture, adopting and assimilating the preexisting material culture of the neighboring peoples they encountered. The process is the inverse of that already adumbrated for the collapse
of the gigantic Tripol’ye settlements; there agriculturalists who also herded
became pastoralists, adopting an ever more mobile and extensive economy;
here cattle herders settled down and began to cultivate crops more intensively
than they had previously practiced farther north. This process undoubtedly
was very complex and protracted.
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The peoples living in Tazabag’yab culture settlements, which have been
excavated in the Akchadarya delta of the Lower Amu Darya south of the Aral
Sea, clearly practiced irrigation agriculture (Itina 1977: 44–45; Fig. 5.5). Their
practice may or may not reﬂect inﬂuence or even some initial colonization from
the south (ibid., 229–231), but this culture also exhibits clear links to the steppes
farther north and represents a rapid transformation from the earlier Neolithic
Kelteminar culture documented throughout the area. The “steppe” or “coarse
incised” ceramics of the Tazabag’yab culture are those most typically found in
Margiana and Bactria, suggesting that these peoples were those ﬁrst displaced
farther south; they already knew how to survive in the new environment that
they entered.
Later movements may have been more direct with ever more mobile pastoralists moving from the southern Urals and other areas on the Eurasian steppes
into the settled oases of southern Central Asia. The important point is that initially at least these movements did not represent armed invasions but gradual,
largely peaceful, continuous inﬁltrations and encounters with earlier established
cultures, the product being the further development of a distinctive archaeological culture or phenomenon, the later or Late and Final Bronze manifestation
of the BMAC, with its diverse multicultural roots.
The archaeological and early historical record is replete with such processes
of assimilation and emulation of more culturally complex societies by less
developed ones. Mexica origins, for example, are likewise somewhat obscure
and mixed, but when mobile Chichimec groups came into the valley of Mexico
from the north they consciously adopted and emulated the high Toltec culture
that they encountered. Smith describes the hybrid origins of the Mexica:
Native historical descriptions of the Atzlan migrants contain contradictory information on the cultural sophistication of these peoples. In
some accounts they are said to have lived in caves, made their living
by hunting with bows and arrows, and wore animal skins for clothing.
These traits describe peoples known as Chichimecs (barbaric peoples from
the north) . . . Contrasting with this picture of the migrants as barbaric
Chichimecs are descriptions of complex economic and cultural activities
such as the planting of maize, the construction of temples, and the use of
the ancient Mesoamerican 52-year calendar. . . . The presence of these contradictory traits among the Aztlan migrants is part of the dual conception
of the cultural origins of the Aztecs, who believed themselves descended
from both savage Chichimecs and civilized Toltecs. (Smith 1996: 40–41)

In mixing with the local peoples and in transforming their way of life, they
created a new distinctive culture with obvious roots in the Mesoamerican
cultural tradition.
Numerous other historical processes of movement into an area followed by
assimilation into or even absorption by the local preexisting culture could be
cited to support this model (e.g., the Mongols in China over time becoming
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Figure 5.14. General plan of Altyn-depe (adapted from Masson 1988: 5, ﬁg. 1).

Chinese). Each would differ in terms of speciﬁc features, such as the number
of migrants versus the number of local inhabitants, and such features would
clearly affect the ﬁnal outcome of the assimilative process, for example, the
language adopted, the degree of continuity or change evident in religion or
social and political institutions, and so forth. Such a process of assimilation
obviously affects material culture, but theoretically one can expect that such
changes are going to be muted or difﬁcult to interpret. In other words, the
archaeological signature of assimilation and emulation is likely to be indistinct
or hard to decipher, much less clear than, say, a rapid and disruptive military
incursion or a sudden colonization (e.g., the establishment of Greek colonies
in Sicily). This theoretical expectation of an ambiguous material record may
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not be comforting to the archaeologist, but it is realistic in terms of what is
known historically and ethnographically.
Theoretically as well, there should be some relatively distinct instances of
mixed “steppe” and “sown” character. Where the economy can reasonably
be reconstructed as more extensive with a greater reliance on herding, steppe
elements should dominate; where the way of life is obviously more dependent
on some form of intensive agriculture, one would expect the reverse: the
dominance of material features not present on the steppe that are either novel
or can be linked to the cultures of neighboring areas to the west and south.
Current archaeological evidence supports these theoretical expectations.
Incised and ornamented “steppe” ceramics occur in small proportions on
many BMAC sites that can reasonably be interpreted as permanent irrigation
agricultural settlements. Recently, two sites were partially excavated southeast of Takhirbai 3 containing complete incised coarse “steppe” ware vessels
stratigraphically associated with Takhirbai Final Bronze ceramics. These excavations uncovered grain storage and processing facilities and semisubterranean
rectangular pit houses similar to those documented for Tazabag’yab culture
sites farther north in Khoresmia; that is, these excavations presumably record
sedentary villages of “steppe” peoples who had moved south to practice irrigation agriculture on the Murghab plain (Salvatori 2003: 13); similar evidence
has also been recovered for southern Uzbekistan (Avanessova 1996).
Salvatori (2003: 12) believes the “steppe” presence in Margiana signiﬁcantly
increases during the Late and particularly Final Bronze periods, or towards
the middle of the second millennium, and associates their more substantial
presence with an environmental crisis: increased aridization and sanding up
of the delta resulting in a general contraction of settlements at the end of
the Bronze Age. As life gets more difﬁcult, steppe peoples presumably settle
down and occupy now partially abandoned and formerly more intensively
cultivated lands. The process is not one of development, but of breakdown or
regression, though it is unclear how much is human and how much is naturally
induced.
The steppe element in ”civilized” southern Central Asia is suggested not
only by the ceramics, but also by metals, such as characteristically bent knives
and sickles (Vinogradova 1994: 43, ﬁg. 8; Fig. 5.7), and by direct evidence
for metal working (ibid., 45, ﬁg. 10). Such evidence increases over time and
is more visible in areas, such as the relatively narrow mountain valleys of
southern Tadjikistan, where pastoralism formed a greater component of the
economy (Mandel’shtam 1968; Litvinskii and Solov’ev 1972). The recently
published salvage Zardchakhalif burial (Bobomulloev 1999) from the narrow
Upper Zeravshan Valley near Pendjikent classically illustrates the process of
mixture or hybridization. This grave contained two bronze bits, a bronze toggle pin capped with the ﬁgurine of a horse, and disc-shaped bone cheekpieces
identical to those found farther north on the steppes (Fig. 5.15). The bits and
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Figure 5.15. Selected artifacts from Zardchakhalif burial near Pendjikent, Tadjikistan
(adapted from Kohl 2002b: 189, ﬁg. 9).

cheekpieces, obviously, document horse harnessing, and the studded cheekpieces in particular, which have now also been recovered at the Late Bronze
site of Djarkutan in southern Uzbekistan (Teufer 1999: 88, ﬁg. 13, 4), clearly
attest to a northern connection to the steppes where numerous cheekpieces
essentially identical in form have been found (cf. Teufer 1999 for a complete
list and also Boroffka 1998; and Fig. 4.8 above).
Toggle pins capped with animal ﬁgures are a relatively characteristic BMAC
item, but the depictions of horses are quite rare on these toggle pins (Ligabue
and Salvatori 1988: pl. 82), as they also are on the much more numerous seals
and amulets from Margiana and Bactria (cf. Sarianidi 1998b: nos. 112, 1397,
1398, 1405, 1444, 1445, 1446, 1486, 1487, 1488, 1496), particularly relative
to other animals, such as sheep, snakes, eagles, and even Bactrian camels. The
horseman buried at Zardchakhalif had mixed origins, relating both to the
steppe and the sown. Solid-wheeled wagons (Figs. 5.10 and 5.11) have also
been discovered in some of the “royal” graves at Gonur-depe, and may have
been driven by different animals – oxen, Bactrian camels, and even horses. A
“horse burial” lacking a skull has been excavated in the early Middle Bronze
cemetery at Gonur-depe (Sarianidi 2001), though questions have been raised
as to its precise context, date, and signiﬁcance (Salvatori 2003: 11).
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Figure 5.16. Depictions of the composite bent bow from a Novosvobnaya tomb
(adapted from Shishlina 1997: 56, ﬁg. 2).

Composite bent bows, which are attested possibly from Novosvobodnaya
times in the northwestern Caucasus (Fig. 5.16) and in slightly later Middle
Bronze (or Catacomb) times on the western steppes (Shishlina 1997: 57–58),
also appear on a silver goblet, lacking certain archaeological provenience but
presumably from Bactria (Francfort 2003: 45–49; Fig. 5.17). Such a development in bentwood technology may ultimately be associated in some way with
the treatment of wood to produce the heavy tripartite wooden-wheeled vehicles, but Shishlina (2003: 363) emphasizes its social signiﬁcance and apparent
relationship with the harnessing and riding of horses, equating its development
with the appearance of mounted warriors. That may be true, but the Bactrian
archers shown ﬁghting with the same weapons, possibly defending their ﬂocks
of sheep and goats, are not shown riding, but releasing their arrows from bent
knee positions. The scene – if genuine – records either the diffusion of the bent
bow technology from the steppes to Bactria and/or, possibly, the transformed
way of life of a settler from the steppes.
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Figure 5.17. Silver footed “Bactrian” goblet with skirted archers ﬁghting and dying
and images of sheep and goats (adapted from Francfort 2003: 49); translated from the
French.
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Similarly, the well-known depictions on two other BMAC-related silver
vessels also visually record this same process of settling down and transforming
the mixed economy of their forefathers into one increasingly reliant on irrigation agriculture. The vehicles depicted are not chariots engaged in a hunt, as
Amiet (1990b: 161) suggested, but more plausibly form part of a train of oxendriven wagons and carts with their heavy wooden wheels that are strikingly
similar to scores of examples found on the western Eurasian steppes particularly from Novotitorovskaya and Catacomb culture times onwards. The wagon
trail of cattle herders, the cowboys of the Wild East, in search of more reliable pastures, had by the middle of the second millennium BC increasingly
inﬁltrated the lowland plains of Margiana and Bactria. As they changed their
way of life, they emulated the material culture of their settled neighbors and
helped farther transform the already established, highly original, and culturally
diverse phenomenon known as the Bactria Margiana Archaeological Complex
(Fig. 5.18).
The BMAC, in turn, does not exhibit a continuous pattern of growth, but
rather records an initial or proto-urban Middle Bronze period of ﬂorescence in
which a common cultural koine stretched from the northern and southern plains
of Bactria to Margiana and on to the piedmont strip of southern Turkmenistan,
followed by a Late Bronze period of fragmentation and decentralization. It is
estimated that Gonur-depe north was the economic and political center of
Margiana during the earlier “urban phase,” reaching a size of roughly 40 ha. and
possibly exhibiting similar social complexity and performing similar functions
to the contemporary NMG V proto-urban sites of Namazga-depe and Altyndepe in southern Turkmenistan. The settlement data suggests “some form of
integrated territorial hierarchy or political administrative dominance by the
centre in Gonur” (Salvatori 1998: 58) at the end of the third millennium.
This situation collapses during the subsequent Late Bronze period, when the
occupation at Gonur-depe south is estimated only at about 5 ha, and there is
no single political administrative center for the area (for the contrastive rank
size index graphs for Middle and Late Bronze settlements in Margiana, cf.
Salvatori 1998: 65, ﬁgs. 8 and 9).
Comparable data does not yet exist for Bactria to the east, though it is
possible that a different pattern may prevail. Djarkutan in northern Bactria
is a later and much larger site than Sapallitepa, and the still later (?) site of
Farukhabad 1 in northern Afghanistan is estimated to have covered nearly
90 ha. (cf. Kohl 1984: 159–160). Additional excavations and surveys need to
be conducted throughout Bactria to determine whether the pattern parallels
or contrasts with that documented for Margiana.
What caused the apparently political breakdown of the proto-urban Middle
Bronze phase in Margiana and southern Turkmenistan? Was the continuous
inﬁltration of herders from the steppes partially responsible for this collapse?
Or, perhaps more consistently with current archaeological evidence, does the
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Figure 5.18. Settling and cultivating the plains of Bactria and Margiana (adapted from
Kohl 2002b: 190, ﬁg. 10).

movement of herders from the north qualitatively increase in intensity and scale
only after the breakdown of this integrated, proto-urban phase? In the Caucasus
we have seen that the movements of the builders of the early monumental
kurgans occurred probably sometime after the principal dispersal of KuraAraxes peoples from Transcaucasia, earlier movements in turn that seem to
have occurred immediately in the wake of the abandonment of Uruk-related
settlements in eastern Anatolia and western Iran. Similarly perhaps, the cattle
herders from the north only signiﬁcantly settled in southern Central Asia after
a collapse of centralized political control.
Possibly, but the quality of the archaeological evidence makes it difﬁcult, if
not impossible, here to disentangle cause from effect. What other contributory
factors may have led to the breakdown of the Middle Bronze BMAC polity?
This question forces us to consider brieﬂy the early civilizations or complex
states that arose and ﬂourished east of Sumer during the second half of the third
and into the early second millennium BC. We refer to them as secondary states
because they developed after Sumer and were economically integrated through
networks of exchange and political and military relations/domination by the
truly urban centers and urbanized societies of southwestern Iran, Mesopotamia,
and Syria throughout their period of ﬂorescence; they were incorporated
into a larger interacting world in which materials and peoples continuously
circulated.
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SECONDARY STATES EAST OF SUMER CA. 2600–1900 BC –
CYCLES OF INTEGRATION AND COLLAPSE; SHIFTS IN
PATTERNS OF EXCHANGE AND INTERREGIONAL RELATIONS
FROM THE LATE CHALCOLITHIC THROUGH THE MIDDLE
BRONZE AGE

Numerous archaeological and historical studies document the long-distance
exchange between Mesopotamia and lands to the east of Sumer both along
the Gulf and across the Iranian plateau to Afghanistan and the Indian subcontinent (for example, Oppenheim 1954; Muhly 1973; Adams 1974; Larsen
1976; Amiet 1986; T.F. Potts 1994; Lamberg-Karlovsky 1996: 128–217; Lyonnet 2005, n.d.a..; Aruz 2003a; Weeks 2003; Ratnagar 2001, 2004; for a very
accessible, up-to-date and principally archaeological overview to this extensive
topic, cf. Possehl 2002: 215–236). Our review here is selective and limited to
consideration of how movements of peoples from the steppes affected later
Bronze Age developments in Central Asia, possibly facilitating a breakdown in
integration or possible collapse of a centralized polity in Margiana and Bactria,
and how this process resembled and differed from other transformations occurring throughout the Ancient Near East from the end of the third to nearly the
middle of the second millennium BC or essentially overlapping with the rise
and fall of the BMAC.
Several years ago G. Dales (1977) commented on “Shifting Trade Patterns
between the Iranian Plateau and the Indus Valley in the Third Millennium BC.”
At that time, Western scholars were focused on recent discoveries far to the
east of Sumer at sites such as Shortughai, Shahr-i Sokhta and Tepe Yahya and
were just beginning to appreciate the signiﬁcance of Soviet discoveries on the
Bactrian plain of northern Afghanistan; the principal discoveries in Margiana
were still to be made. In this context, Dales observed what he thought was
a shift in long-distance relations from one principally focused on overland
exchange across the Iranian plateau to the borders of Afghanistan and Pakistan
to a maritime trade along the Arabian Sea through the Gulf to southwestern
Iran and Mesopotamia. The latter was associated with the emergence of the socalled Indus Valley or Harappan civilization and the famous historically attested
trade between Mesopotamia and the lands of Dilmun (principally Bahrain,
though also for a time probably the little island of Tarut and adjacent regions
of the eastern Arabian mainland), Magan (northern Oman, the Arab Emirates,
and possibly coastal southeastern Iran and Baluchistan principally abutting the
entrance to the Gulf [Tosi n.d.]), and Meluhha (usually identiﬁed with the
Indus Valley civilization, which, of course, extended far beyond the conﬁnes
of the Indus Valley itself, including an intrusion west along the Makran coast
at least as far as Miri Qalat; see Fig. 5.29).
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Figure 5.19. Archaeological sites and culturally related regions in G. Possehl’s Middle
Asian Interaction Sphere (adapted from Possehl 2002: 215, Fig. 12.1).

Dales referred to this latter period as an incipient urban or proto-urban phase
linking the cities of Sumer with those of the Indus Valley. He conveyed a sense
of excitement associated with the then recent discoveries in Bactria and at
Shortughai, and in the same volume M. Tosi (1977) deﬁned the emergence
of early civilization in Turan or eastern Iran, an extensive area encompassing southern Turkmenistan, the Atrak Valley, the eastern Elborz mountains,
the Helmand Valley, and Bactria and Margiana (ibid., 47), a deﬁnition still
employed by Possehl for delineating his heuristically useful Middle Asian Interaction Sphere (2002: 215, 228; Fig. 5.19).
Although Dales’ study today is dated in part because of the more recent discoveries in Margiana and now in the Jiroft or Jaz Murian basin of southeastern
Iran (see Section V), many scholars, such as H.-P. Francfort and S. Salvatori,
still utilize the concept of an integrated “urban phase” in the second half of the
third millennium extending across much of the Ancient Near East and western
Central Asia during the second half of the third millennium BC. In the lands
east of Sumer, this urban phase did not continue to develop but devolved into
a less integrated, less centralized era of localization (Kenoyer 1998:24–27), an
“eclipse of the East” in terms of an overall collapse in urbanism and social
complexity that some scholars have associated with the arrival of Indo-Iranians
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onto the Iranian plateau and Indo-Aryans into the Indian subcontinent beginning sometime during the second millennium BC (Lamberg-Karlovsky 1996:
243–250). For us, Dales’ study remains seminal for attempting to discern larger
patterns of interregional interaction, implicitly associated with political competition and attempts to expand their alliances, networks of exchange, and even
to establish political hegemony and control.
Today additional, even earlier patterns of interregional exchange and political expansion are discernible. As we have seen, the Uruk expansion, ﬁrst
deﬁned by G. Algaze (1993), refers to the movement of peoples and establishment of colonies from southern Mesopotamia north up the Euphrates
into Anatolia and east into western Iran beginning roughly in the middle
of the fourth millennium. This possibly imperial expansion into neighboring areas collapsed towards the end of the fourth millennium, and its decline
may have facilitated the movements of Kura-Araxes or Early Transcaucasian
peoples west across Anatolia and south into Syria and Palestine and southeast
into western Iran during the end of the fourth and beginning of the third
millennium BC. Subsequently during the ﬁrst centuries of the third millennium, a new political and economic expansion of proto-Elamites spread from
southwestern Iran eastwards across the Iranian plateau to occupy sites in central and eastern Iran (cf. Alden 1982; Amiet 1986; and Lamberg-Karlovsky
1996: 108–127), a process that is principally deﬁned by the discovery of protoElamite tablets throughout these regions. Thus, painting a very broad canvas,
we can identify an Uruk expansion principally to the north, followed by a
proto-Elamite expansion emanating from southwestern Iran principally to the
east, and then a shift to maritime exchange and the emergence of the Indus
Valley civilization overlapping with and rapidly followed by the appearance
of proto-urban sites throughout Turan or a very extensively deﬁned eastern
Iran.
The broad picture is clear, but is it possible to shade more details into this
canvas, particularly during this “urban phase?” There is really no acceptable
blanket term for all the complex polities that emerged east of Sumer during the
second half of the third millennium BC. The concept of Turan encompasses
too many diverse regions, and terms like eastern Iran or western Afghanistan
are, at least, implicitly anachronistic in their reference to areas deﬁned by
the borders of contemporary nation-states. The concept of an Indus Valley
civilization likewise contains implicit assumptions, some of which – such as the
occurrence of Indus remains far beyond the lands actually drained by the Indus –
are only partially correct at best. There is no agreement on whether the Indus
Valley represented a “state” in neo-evolutionary terms or some less rigorously
deﬁned “archaic complex society” (Possehl 2002: 5–6, 56–57), and we are
not certain whether this “civilization” comprised a single or multiple polities,
though it is interesting that the major urban centers of Harappa, Mohenjo-daro,
Ganweriwala, Rakhigari, and Dholavira occupy distinct regions encompassed
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Figure 5.20. Complex polities or secondary states east of Sumer: towards a political
geography of eastern Iran/Turan in the late third to early second millennia BC.

by this early “civilization,” suggesting some degree of coordination of activities,
or perhaps overarching unity based on their roughly equidistant spacing (cf.
Kenoyer 1998: 49–50). The concept of a politically uniﬁed, hierarchically
integrated Indus Empire (e.g., Rao 1972: 4–6), analogous to much later South
Asian empires, on the other hand, scarcely seems credible.
Numerous diverse “states” or “archaic complex societies” emerged east
of Sumer in distinct ecological settings. The concept of a culturally uniﬁed
BMAC or cultural koine stretching from the plains of northern and southern
Bactria to Margiana and southern Turkmenistan is consistent with the archaeological record, as is the well-enshrined concept of the Harappan or Indus
Valley civilization, whether or not it was politically uniﬁed. We also have
dense concentrations of Bronze Age settlements and/or large “proto-urban”
socio-culturally complex sites emerging on the Gorgan plain (Tureng Tepe),
the lower Hilmand basin (Shahr-i Sokhta and, farther upstream, Mundigak),
central Iran near Kashan (Sialk), the western edge of the Dasht-i Lut (Shahdad),
and the Jiroft or, better, the Jaz Murian basin of southeastern Iran (Konar Sandal
A and B, and possibly Bampur; Fig. 5.20).
This list undoubtedly is partial. Many other areas, particularly in Pakistani
Baluchistan, and western, southern, and northeastern Afghanistan, the real terra
incognita of the Ancient Near East, can be expected to yield similar evidence for
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Figure 5.21. Secondary states east of Sumer: shared features.

“archaic complex societies” with remains dating to this same “proto-urban” or
“urban phase,” though, as argued earlier, some areas may have remained outside
the “civilized” world of interregional interaction and/or were incorporated
into it relatively late. These blank spaces on our archaeological maps always
must be considered, even if there is no immediate possibility of ﬁlling them in
or documenting their participation in broader historical processes.
While their scales and settings differ substantially, certain common elements
can be discerned (Fig. 5.21). Nearly all emerge from their own separate cultural
developmental sequences from Neolithic or Chalcolithic times to the Bronze
Age and reach their maximum extent during the second half of the third
millennium, though some, such as Shahr-i Sokhta, devolve or become less
hierarchically integrated earlier than others. Nearly all these “proto-urban”
formations collapse or become radically less centralized principally during the
ﬁrst half of the second millennium BC. Many, like the sites in Margiana and
Bactria, along the lower Hilmand River in Seistan, and in the Jaz Murian
depression, are situated in lands of interior drainage where similar forms of
intensive, though technologically simple, irrigation agriculture could have been
practiced. The political geography of an extensively deﬁned eastern Iran or
Turan undoubtedly was very complex and changed over time during the late
third and early second millennium BC.
The different regional polities or secondary states clearly interacted with
one another, and some shared many elements of material culture, including
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Figure 5.22. Stepped or Terraced Monumental Architecture in the Secondary
States East of Sumer (from upper left clockwise): (a) Altyn-depe; (b) Sialk South
Hill (adapted from Shahmirzadi 2004: 205, abb. 7); (c) Tureng Tepe and Konar
Sondal A, Jiroft (courtesy of E. Leone and M. Tosi); (d) Mundigak (Tepe A,
period IV 1).

monumental, probably religious or sacred architecture at certain centers in the
form of imposing ziggurat-like stepped or terraced structures (e.g., at Tureng
Tepe, Altyn-depe, Mundigak, Sialk, and Konar Sandal A) and speciﬁc architectural features, such as distinctive stepped niches and sagging lintels reminiscent
of the designs on the carved Intercultural Style chlorite vessels (Figs. 5.22 and
5.23). Although these sites ﬂourished at roughly the same time towards the
end of the third and beginning of the second millennium BC, future work
undoubtedly will reﬁne our understanding and may make it possible to see
the emergence of these regional secondary states as sequentially staggered or
overlapping, that is, not perfectly coincidental, reﬂecting subtle shifts in the
formation of political alliances and the conduct of military campaigns and
interregional exchange. If Meluhha – while it ﬂourished – dominated maritime long-distance trade along the Arabian Sea, Gulf of Oman, and into the
Gulf, these regional secondary states or kingdoms east of Sumer may have
directed and controlled exchange along northern (BMAC, Gorgan, Sialk?)
and southern (initially Shahr-i Sokhta then Jaz Murian, Shahdad?) overland
routes.
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Figure 5.23. Shared “Ritual” (?) Architectural Features on Sites in Eastern Iran/Turan.
(a) and (b): stepped niches in platform hearth from Burned Building /1/ at Tappeh
Hesar (Hissar) (adapted from Schmidt 1937: 165, ﬁg. 93 and Dyson and Howard 1989:
95, ﬁg. 22); (c) “crescent-shaped”/ “sagging lintels” niches at Tapeh Hesar (Hissar)
(adapted from Dyson and Howard 1989: 80, ﬁg. 5); (d) stepped niches at Altyn-depe,
excv. 5, level 6 (adapted from Masson 1988: plate I); both features recall stepped
terrace/ziggurat and hutpot motifs on carved chlorite vessels (cf. Fig. 5.24b).

The system of exchange in which they were caught up was not only one
of unﬁnished or semiprocessed materials arriving in the urban centers of
Mesopotamia, Syria, and southwestern Iran where they were further worked
into highly crafted tools, weapons, containers, and ornaments. It also consisted of the movement of ﬁnished products between these regions, a system of
exchange most clearly seen in a corpus of widely distributed and elaborately
carved soft stone, so-called Intercultural Style vessels (see, for example, Aruz
2003c; Majidzadeh 2003; Perrot 2003), produced principally in southeastern
Iran. These carved vessels had a distinct, recognizable iconography with a
highly speciﬁc symbolic content that was shared by different cultures, suggesting that ideas and possibly belief systems were also exchanged or diffused over
large parts of western Asia during the late third and early second millennia BC.
Finished luxury goods were exchanged among the elites of these secondary
states and farther west throughout the Ancient Near East. Such goods included
jewelry, precious vessels, and ceremonial weapons. This last category deserves
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more critical scrutiny because the luxury trade in ceremonial weapons over
time changed into the more systematic procurement of metals and ultimately
the exchange of functional bronze tools and weapons.
There is a relationship between the emergence of these secondary Bronze
Age states during the second half of the third and ﬁrst half of the second millennia BC and the long-distance exchange ﬁrst of luxuries and then increasingly of
utilitarian tools and weapons. Undoubtedly, over time – particularly during the
Late Bronze period – different sources of tin were exploited: from the Iberian
peninsula, the Erzgebirge of central Europe, Cornwall, the Zeravshan Valley
of Central Asia (exploited by Andronovo-related peoples from the trans-Ural
and Khoresmian regions at the end of the third and beginning of the second
millennia BC [Parzinger and Boroffka 2003]), central Kazakhstan, and even
farther east. But the initial elite and then functional use of tin-bronzes, so nicely
documented by the cuneiform tablets from the early second millennium Old
Assyrian trading colony at Kanesh, may have received their tin from one or
more of the numerous reported tin sources of western, southern, and northeastern Afghanistan, sources that are located essentially in archaeological terrae
incognitae. These poorly investigated regions sometimes contain tin deposits,
such as those in the Sarkar Valley of western Afghanistan (Pigott 1999a: 118;
Lyonnet 2005), that are associated with Bronze Age mounds. Others, even
less well investigated, are nevertheless encircled by regions that we know were
interacting with each other and with far distant regions during the Bronze Age
(Fig. 5.24).
Different forms of gift exchange probably operated alongside commercial,
market-driven trade, as attested in the Old Assyrian trading network. In either
case – commercial or gift exchange – the Sumerians and the elites of these
eastern states must have produced their own commodities or surplus goods
to participate in such exchange networks, though, unfortunately, most of the
evidence for Mesopotamian surplus production, above all of woolen textiles,
remains archaeologically invisible. Fortunately, cuneiform texts correct for the
deﬁciencies of the archaeological record and reveal the staggering scale of the
Mesopotamian surplus production of woolen textiles on the centralized temple
and palace estates of individual city-states in the late third millennium BC (cf.
Adams 1981: 147–151; D.T. Potts 1997: 91–95).
Utilizing cuneiform documents, Adams, for example, has calculated that
herds of more than 2.35 million sheep were kept in southern Mesopotamia during the centralized Ur III period, whereas his archaeologically based estimates
for the human population of the southern alluvium are between 500,000 to
1,000,000; such ﬁgures reverse the known ﬁgures from the 1952–53 Iraqi agricultural census when 1.5 million sheep and goats (90% sheep) helped support
roughly 2.5 million people. Clearly a different dynamic prevailed in Bronze
Age Mesopotamia, and much of this difference is explained by the production
of ﬁve different qualities of textiles by tens of thousands of dependent, largely
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Figure 5.24. Reported tin and gold deposits in Afghanistan (adapted from Pigott
1999a: 117, ﬁg. 9).

female workers, who plucked and sheared the sheep and wove the textiles to
be used not just for internal consumption but to support foreign trade. The
ﬁnest wool was obtained from a variety of fat-tailed sheep (udu-gukkal) kept
principally at Lagash, whereas other highland varieties yielded lower quality
wool.
Mesopotamia may have experienced a “ﬁber revolution” during the fourth
or perhaps principally during the third millennium when it shifted from
chieﬂy cultivating ﬂax to herding wool-bearing sheep to produce textiles. This
development may have led to qualitative transformations in land-working and
land-holding relationships, freeing prime agricultural land from ﬂax cultivation
for additional cereal cultivation and utilizing more marginal or adjacent lands
for pasture to support the dramatically increasing ﬂocks of sheep, a process that
McCorriston (1997) terms “agricultural extensiﬁcation.” Ultimately, such a
shift may have fueled the development of the temple and palace estates, the
heart of the Mesopotamian political economy, culminating in the attachment
of dependent workers, largely women and children, who spent much of their
time weaving woolen garments. Faunal remains from several Uruk sites, such
as Tell Rubeidheh in the Jebel Hamrin region of eastern Iraq, show an increase
in mature and robust sheep, suggesting specialized wool production by the late
fourth millennium and possibly driving the Uruk expansion northwards and
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eastwards in search of more extensive lands for pasture (McCorriston 1997:
521, 534).
Like other obviously useful innovations, the breeding of robust, woolbearing sheep may have spread quickly, revolutionizing the herding practices
of more simply structured societies on the periphery of the Ancient Near East
and ultimately helping to make possible the emergence of true Eurasian pastoral nomadism, a way of life that was not fully in place until the Iron Age.
Indeed, it is impossible to deﬁne the initial cradle of this development and
the directions of its subsequent, rapid spread. The earliest fragments of wool
have been identiﬁed together with fragments of linen and a cotton-like ﬁber
from Novosvobodnaya kurgans of the Maikop “cultural-historical community” (Shishlina et al. 2003), and the faunal remains from Arslantepe show a
dramatic increase in sheep between period VII (Late Uruk) and period VI
(Early Bronze I), the latter presumably associated with the arrival of KuraAraxes or Early Transcaucasian peoples (Liverani 1997: 536) from the northeast. Were deliberately bred, ﬁne wool-bearing sheep ﬁrst raised in and around
the Caucasus, diffusing from there to Mesopotamia to help jump-start their
urban revolution, or the reverse? Such origin questions rarely can be answered
unambiguously from the archaeological record alone; much more interesting is
their rapid adoption among societies already interacting through the ongoing
circulation of materials and/or peoples.
The diffusion of wool-bearing sheep into other areas of Eurasia is also a
story that needs to be told to account more completely for the appearance
of mounted pastoral nomadism (Barber 1991: 27–30). Although based on a
very limited sample, Moore (1993: 165) has analyzed the age composition of
the sheep and goat bones from Gonur-depe and concluded that the “residents of Gonur would have been full time herders of sheep and goats, eating
meat, drinking milk and using other milk products, and spinning and weaving textiles.” Similarly, Meadow (personal communication) has suggested the
presence of a different larger, presumably wool-bearing sheep in the Indus
Valley by the Mature Harappan period, and similar evidence has been recovered from other areas (e.g., at Kastanas in northern Greece, Boroffka, personal communication), suggesting the widespread, if not universal, adoption
of larger, more productive breeds of sheep by at least Middle and Late Bronze
times.
Finally, all of these “secondary states” emerged after the “urban revolution”
had transformed Mesopotamia and after the initial Uruk expansion had profoundly affected the neighboring societies that directly experienced this process
of colonization. In this sense, these late third millennium “states” east of Sumer
were historically secondary, and they also qualitatively differed in overall scale,
degree of urbanization, and social differentiation and complexity from Sumer.
The “elites” in these secondary states east of Sumer were hardly the peers
of their urban contemporaries in Mesopotamia. There is little evidence for
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striking social differentiation on the Mesopotamian (or even more Egyptian)
scale at sites such as Shahdad and elsewhere in eastern Iran, Afghanistan, the
Indus borderlands, and Central Asia, though the elaborate “royal burials” currently being excavated at Gonur-depe north (Figs. 5.9–5.13), including some
resembling “houses of the dead” with wheeled vehicles, now appear to qualify
this generalization.
In some respect, the social differentiation evident in the mortuary remains of
these secondary states east of Sumer (save for Gonur) is even less than that of the
roughly contemporaneous monumental kurgan cultures (Martkopi, Bedeni,
Trialeti, etc.) of Transcaucasia, particularly in terms of the labor invested in
their construction. On the other hand, there is no comparable settlement data
for Transcaucasia at this time: no cities, no monumental nonmortuary architecture; and essentially no complex administrative practices, as suggested by
the recovery of seals or tablets. Such contrasting records make it difﬁcult to
compare the chiefs (?) of Transcaucasia with the rulers (kings?) of the secondary
states east of Sumer. Neither, however, were the peers of Sargon. When it is
to their advantage to do so, of course, royal elites can overlook such status distinctions and treat their inferiors as equals; thus, the Mesopotamian references
to the “kings” of Magan and of other areas east of Sumer. The exchange of
luxuries among such “royal” personages explains, at least in part, the broad
distribution of carved vessels, jewelry, ceremonial weapons, and other such
ﬁnished commodities.
Nevertheless, it is not necessary to conjure up a Bronze Age world system
or refer here to cores and peripheries supposed to characterize modern times.
By any objective measure or scale – save the incredible geographic extent
of the enigmatic Indus Valley civilization – Mesopotamia and Old Kingdom
Egypt qualitatively differed from neighboring regions with whom they interacted. The evidence for Mesopotamian preeminence has been convincingly
summarized by S. Ratnagar (2001: 358):
Mesopotamia, with its levels of population and subsistence output, its use
of materials from as far west as the Mediterranean and as far east as India, its
metal technology, its recording systems, calendar, mensuration systems, and
writing, and the fact that its more powerful kings seized booty and exacted
tribute from several neighboring regions, was obviously the pre-eminent
centre.

The secondary states east of Sumer were likewise not commensurate with
one another. Some, like the Harappan (Meluhha), were huge or at least displayed a strikingly uniform material culture over an incredibly extensive area.
Others were more spatially restricted, although exhibiting considerable sophistication in craft specialization and the production of luxury goods and metals; they represented local kingdoms or regional polities, some of which are
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Figure 5.25. The Jaz Murian depression, southeastern Iran: the setting for the newly
discovered Jiroft polity or secondary state, showing concentration of settlements along
Halil Rud and locations of Tepe Yahya and Bampur.

mentioned in the cuneiform sources. To illustrate some of the common features of these secondary states east of Sumer and the difﬁculty of constructing
an appropriate political geography for eastern Iran/Turan, it is useful to examine
one of these states in greater detail. Let us look brieﬂy at the most recently
recognized secondary states and one that is currently being excavated in the
Jaz Murian depression of southeastern Iran (Fig. 5.25).

JIROFT/HALIL RUD: A NEWLY DISCOVERED REGIONAL
POLITY OR SECONDARY STATE EAST OF SUMER
IN SOUTHEASTERN IRAN

Waters from several seasonal streams or wadis and two rivers – the Bampur
River, ﬂowing east to west for roughly 315 km and the Halil Rud (Kharan or
Zar Dasht River in its upper reaches), carrying more water and ﬂowing from
the north/northwest for about 360 km – drain into the Jaz Murian depression, culminating in low-lying marshlands and the intermittently inundated
Jaz Murian Lake (or Hamun-e Jaz Murian). This marshy shallow lake lies at an
altitude of only about 300 meters or far lower than the high mountains ringing
it, such as the Kuh-e Laleh Zar (4734 m.), to the northwest. The Hamune Jaz Murian is dry for most of the year but at least partially ﬁlls with fresh
water during the winter because of precipitation. It is a distinct physical region
extending northwest to southeast just beyond the south easternmost extension
of the Zagros Mountains. Today the city of Jiroft along the Halil Rud is the
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main administrative center to the north and Iranshahr, just east of the famous
Bronze Age site of Bampur, is the major city along the Bampur River to the
east (Fig. 5.25).
Sir Aurel Stein initially traversed the area in spring 1932, test excavating several prehistoric sites particularly along the smaller Bampur River, but recording
only later historic sites in the then dry depressed basin between the Lower
Bampur and Lower Halil Rud. He concluded that, because they did not
yet utilize qanats or underground canals that he considered essential for its
occupation, the late prehistoric inhabitants did not occupy the intermediate
area (Stein 1937: 35–36); only future, more systematic surveys and excavations
will test the accuracy of this observation. When water is continuously available, agriculture ﬂourishes and the area is renowned for its produce, including
its dates and melons. Many of the recurrent ﬁgurative motives, such as date
palms, snakes, and scorpions, on the soft-stone vessels that have been clandestinely pillaged from cemeteries along the Halil Rud accurately reﬂect the ﬂora
and fauna of this extremely hot, and, when watered, extremely productive
region.
Numerous large Bronze Age settlements and cemeteries have recently been
located along the middle to lower course of the Halil Rud south of Jiroft, and
some of the latter have been illicitly plundered, yielding thousands of spectacular carved stone and metal artifacts, some immediately recognizable in style,
others previously unknown (Madjidzadeh 2003; Perrot 2003). Excavations have
commenced at some of the settlements, such as Konar Sandal A and Konar
Sandal B, and are already documenting considerable social complexity in the
form of monumental architecture and administrative practices (e.g., numerous
sealing impressions). These ongoing excavations along the Halil Rud south of
Jiroft are certain to clarify the contexts of the wealth of carved stone vessels
and other luxury exotica plundered from there.
Although some – given the lack of recorded context – may not be genuine (Muscarella n.d.), many of the carved soft-stone chlorite vessels, both in
forms and carved motives, constitute classic examples of the so-called Intercultural Style (Kohl 1978). They could easily have been produced in the workshop at Tepe Yahya, the well-known site nestled at the southeastern end of
the Zagros Mountains roughly 95 km. west/southwest of the town of Jiroft
(Fig. 5.26). Other objects, such as ﬂat inlaid zoomorphic statues or plaques
(Madjidzadeh 2003: 131–136), footed goblets (some of which also are carved
and inlaid [ibid.: 11–12, 18–33, 49–50; Fig. 5.27]), and double-sided lapis lazuli
amulets or “stamp seals” (some of which have copper/bronze handles and
fairly elaborate bronze artifacts, such as tools and ﬁgurines, including a raised
or high relief bird of prey within a shallow bowl [ibid.: 169–174, 151–157;
Fig. 5.28]) are unique or have less certain parallels. The relative abundance
of lapis lazuli suggests connections farther east, probably with the mines of
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Figure 5.26. Carved Intercultural Style chlorite vessels from plundered graves along
the Halil Rud, south of Jiroft: (a) Combatant serpent and feline motif (adapted from
Madjidzadeh 2003: 81); (b) hutpot (or sagging lintel) and stepped terrace motif (ibid.,
71); (c) and (d) Berlin vessel with combatant serpent and feline motif (exterior) and
inscription of the Akkadian ruler Rimush (interior) (adapted from Aruz 2003c: 336,
ﬁg. 233).

Badakhshan in northeastern Afghanistan, and the footed goblets recall BMAC
ceramic forms, as well as more remotely a footed carved steatite/chlorite goblet from the necropolis at Gonur-depe in Turkmenistan (Aruz 2003c: 340,
ﬁg. 237a).
In short, the dense concentration of early cemeteries and large settlements
suggests a regional ﬂorescence of a recently discovered complex Bronze Age
polity or secondary state stretched along the Halil Rud south of Jiroft and
located in the same catchment area and necessarily connected or in some
form of contact with the documented late third-millennium cemeteries and
settlements that are found along the Bampur River that ﬂows into the Jaz
Murian basin from the east (De Cardi 1970: 260, ﬁg. 13). It may be premature
to speculate too broadly on how to draw the political borders of this Bronze Age
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Figure 5.27. Figured chlorite footed goblet and inlaid ﬂat zoomorphic plaque from
plundered Jiroft graves (adapted from Madjidzadeh 2003: 20 and 131).

Figure 5.28. Double-sided ﬁgured lapis lazuli seal or amulet with copper/bronze
handle and bronze bowl with raised bird of prey from plundered Jiroft graves (adapted
from Madjidzadeh 2003: 170, 156).
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Figure 5.29. General map of the mountain valleys and coast of eastern Makran,
north of the Arabian Sea, showing Bampur, Miri Qalat, Sutkagen-dor, and Sotkakoh (adapted from Besenval 1997: 6, ﬁg. 1).

polity. Only future work at Bampur itself or at other prehistoric sites along the
Bampur River will reveal whether this area was more tightly integrated with the
Halil Rud Valley to the west or linked more closely to the intrusion of Harappan settlements along the Makran coast (Sotka-koh, Sutkagen-dor) and other
inland sites farther east, such as Miri Qalat in the Kej Valley (Besenval 1997;
Fig. 5.29). Historically, during the Achaemenid period this region represented
the border between Karmania and Gedrosia, and today it divides Kerman
province from Iranian Baluchistan. Presumably it could have functioned as
such a frontier zone or marchland during much earlier Bronze Age times
(Tosi, personal communication).
Similarly, the soft-stone workshop at Tepe Yahya, a site located at the terminal southeastern extension of the Zagros immediately west, southwest of Jiroft,
seems on the basis of these recent discoveries to represent a highland component to this Halil Rud complex polity, though conceivably Yahya could also
have been more closely tied to Anshan and Elam farther west. The recently
discovered remains from the Jiroft suggest that many of the soft-stone vessels carved at Yahya were produced principally for the local consumption of
peoples living in the Jaz Murian basin, though it is impossible to determine
on current evidence whether they were destined solely for the local elite or
interred in a more egalitarian pattern; that is, distributed relatively uniformly
throughout the society, as exhibited, for example, in the excavated cemetery
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at Shahdad (Hakemi 1997), another secondary, presumably independent state
located farther north on the western edge of the Dasht-i Lut, or principally
deposited in “royal” tombs akin to those found at Gonur-depe north.
Conversely, Bampur’s relationship with the settlements in the Halil Rud
may have been less intense, judging by the dominance of incised grey ware
imitations of the chlorite vessels and the paucity of the carved stone vessel
themselves. This distributional difference could be chronological, political, or
even just fortuitous, an accidental by-product of the very limited excavations
that have been conducted at this large, important, and strategically situated site
(cf. De Cardi 1970: 241–241); only much more systematic and much largerscale excavations at Bampur will determine whether the entire Jaz Murian
basin was politically integrated during the second half of the third millennium
BC or, as seems more likely, whether it was divided politically into western
and eastern halves.
Regardless, these spectacular recent discoveries along the Halil Rud do not
represent, as claimed, evidence for “the earliest Oriental civilization” or the
legendary “State of Aratta” (Madjidzadeh 2003: 12) but for another secondary,
albeit quite important and prosperous, state east of Sumer that emerged during the “proto-urban” or “urban phase” of interregional exchange, political
alliances, and military campaigns during the second half of the third millennium BC. More speciﬁcally, the Halil Rud or, possibly, Jaz Murian polity can
be plausibly identiﬁed with the kingdom of Marhashi, known from numerous cuneiform texts, including boasts recording the depredations of Akkadian
rulers, such as on an inscription on the back of a carved soft-stone Intercultural Style vessel (Klengel and Klengel 1980; Steinkeller 1982; Aruz 2003c:
336; Fig. 5.26 c and d). D.T. Potts (n.d.; cf. also 2005) has convincingly made
this identiﬁcation, succinctly summarizing the historical evidence for the land
of Marhashi:
[Marhashi’s] army and generals fought against Sargon, Rimush and NaramSin; its ruling family intermarried with the élite of Agade and Ur, exchanging diplomatic gifts; a contingent of its soldiers served the royal house of Ur;
and its stones, most probably in the form of ﬁnished vessels, were familiar
in Mesopotamia as well. . . . Marhashi was a real place, with real soldiers,
ﬁghting real battles and a ruling élite who were inter-married with two of
the most powerful dynasties in the ancient world.

As we have emphasized, Marhashi/Halil Rud/Jiroft was only one such state
east of Sumer that ﬂourished in the second half of the third millennium and then
collapsed sometime during the ﬁrst half of the second millennium. Distinct
local factors certainly affected such collapses and varied from one state to
another. Thus, for example, the continuous arrival of “cowboys” with wheeled
vehicles, horses, and tin-bronze weapons and tools from the steppes must have
disrupted – particularly at some point as their numbers increased – sedentary
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life throughout the low-lying irrigated plains of “civilized” southern Central
Asia, and this disruption must have been felt throughout this integrated system
of interregional interaction throughout eastern Iran and beyond. The smaller
fortiﬁed manors or qalas that dotted Margiana at the end of the Bronze Age
bespeak unsettled times.
Many theories also, for example, have been advanced to explain the collapse of the famous Indus Valley cities, including the now-discredited and
archaeologically unattested conquest by invading Indo-Aryan warriors. One
intriguing hypothesis focuses on the introduction at the end of the Mature
Harappan period of sorghum and millets from Africa (possibly via Oman)
and rice and millets from Asia that led to double-cropping or the adoption of
summer-sown, fall-harvested (kharif ) cereals to complement the winter-sown,
spring-harvested (rabi ) crops of wheat and barley. More or less simultaneously,
new species of domestic animals, such as the camel, horse, and donkey, were
also introduced, the ﬁrst two presumably from the north. These changes in
basic subsistence practices opened up new agricultural lands east of the Indus
alluvium and led to new zones of occupation within the alluvium, ultimately
resulting in a more dispersed pattern of settlement within the alluvium itself
(Meadow 1993); an archaic complex society always dominated by small settlements or villages abandoned its few urban centers, turning in on itself, a sort
of Bronze Age example of agricultural involution (Geertz 1963).
The basic point is that many different explanations can be advanced to
explain speciﬁc developments within each secondary state. Nevertheless, what
is perhaps most striking are the roughly contemporaneous collapses of most of these
states. Why did everything fall apart in the lands east of Sumer towards the end
of the third or during the ﬁrst centuries of the second millennium BC? This
pattern of political collapse and de-urbanization was actually even more general
and soon affected Mesopotamia itself, where Adams (1981: 138, table 12; 139,
ﬁg. 25) estimates that total settled urban area (deﬁned as 40+ ha) declined
from a peak in Early Dynastic II/III times of 78.4% (with a corresponding
10% nonurban or settled area less than 10 ha) to 50.2% in Old Babylonian
times (with 29.6% nonurban) to 30.4% during the Kassite period (with 56.8%
nonurban) and 16.2% in the Middle Babylonian period (with 64.2% nonurban).
Although Adams admits discrepancies in the quality of the data from period
to period, the overall pattern is consistent and striking; it must reﬂect a real
decline over time in the urbanization of the Mesopotamian heartland. To
account adequately for this decline, broader explanations also must be considered, such as the large redirection of political and military campaigns, metals
procurement and interregional exchange, and ultimately the growth of secondary Middle and Late Bronze states farther west in the eastern Mediterranean basin. Some of these developments were structural, occurring over
some extended period of time; others were more immediately political but
nevertheless had far-reaching consequences, such as Susa’s rebellion against Ur
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at the end of the third millennium, its emergence as a major urban center and
powerful state closely tied to highland Iran, and the redirection of the tin and
tin-bronze trade through Elam to central Mesopotamia and the kingdom of
Mari on the Euphrates (Ratnagar 2000: 123). Subsequently, the rise of Hammurabi and his conquest of Mari and the Middle Euphrates region may have
had even longer-lasting consequences, ultimately diverting the long-distance
trade in needed metals farther west, a change that marked the permanent
decline of these Bronze Age secondary states east of Sumer.
Citing the works of Potts (1990: 226) and Crawford (1998: 155), Weeks
insightfully observes:
Hammurabi’s actions simultaneously decimated Mesopotamia’s major point
of access to the Gulf trade, led to a widespread depopulation of southern Mesopotamia, and opened up routes to alternative copper sources in
Anatolia and the Mediterranean. It is perhaps no coincidence that a text
from the ﬁfth year of the reign of Hammurabi’s successor, Samsu-Iluna,
bearing the ﬁrst cuneiform reference to copper from Cyprus (Alashiya),
also contains the last reference to Dilmun copper. (2003: 17)

In other words, broader patterns of interaction were redirected, and such a
shift fundamentally undermined the viability of these secondary states and
even ultimately of urban settlement in southern Mesopotamia.
Herders from the steppes played a part in these developments, even though
they only faintly resembled the marauding mounted nomads of later historical
periods. As we have seen, peoples crossed the Caucasus from the steppes as
early possibly as the fourth millennium BC and had densely settled Transcaucasia by the beginning of the Late Bronze Age or roughly by the middle of
the second millennium BC; peoples throughout Transcaucasia now lived in
inaccessibly situated, fortiﬁed settlements ringed with massive cyclopean stone
walls. On the other side of the Caspian Sea, movements from the steppes into
southern Central Asia occurred later but were more prolonged and increased
continuously in scale throughout the Bronze into the Early Iron Age.
Earlier complex “proto-urban” states collapsed, and newly arrived and
indigenous peoples apparently lived together in smaller fortiﬁed sites, seemingly not integrated into larger, hierarchically structured polities. The ethnic
and linguistic composition of the peoples of the Caucasus and southern Central Asia must have been profoundly affected by these movements that in turn
transformed the ethnic and linguistic breakdown of adjacent regions farther
south as peoples subsequently moved into the areas formerly controlled by the
secondary states east of Sumer. The mute archaeological record only dimly
records these disruptions in settlement patterns and tells us nothing directly
about the ethnic changes and linguistic shifts that occurred in their wake.
Such absence of information, however, has not kept linguists and archaeologists alike from attempting to reconstruct these changes, and we conclude
this chapter with some reﬂections on these efforts and on the uncertainties
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of archaeologically based ethnic and linguistic identiﬁcations, particularly as
have been made for Proto-Indo-Europeans, Indo-Iranians, Indo-Aryans, and
Tocharians – that is, for the peoples who are often credited with directing these
changes.
ARCHAEOLOGY, LANGUAGE, AND THE ETHNIC
IDENTIFICATION OF MATERIAL CULTURE REMAINS –
PITFALLS AND LESSONS

Traditionally, archaeologists have considered the second millennium BC as
the period when new peoples ancestral to the Iranians entered the Iranian
plateau from the north and east. Successive waves of migration were postulated
bringing ﬁrst Indo-Europeans, then Medes, and ﬁnally Iranians into their later
homeland (cf. Ghirshman 1954: 60–63, 73–77). The archaeological evidence
supporting such movements consisted principally of the apparent abandonment or break in occupation at a series of archaeological sites particularly in
northern Iran, such as Hissar, Tureng Tepe, and Sialk. Some interpreted this
evidence boldly, tracing the seemingly successive appearance of diagnostic types
of greywares as evidence for the migration of Iranians from the northeast into
the western Zagros (Young 1967); others interpreted the evidence more cautiously, questioning the existence or extent of the so-called hiatus of settlements
and suggesting internal developments within northern Iran during the second
millennium (Dyson 1973).
More recently, striking similarities in the material remains from closed burial
complexes at sites like Shahdad, Khinaman, and Sibri with those found in
Bactria and Margiana were interpreted as evidence for the movements of
Central Asians, presumably here Indo-Aryans, into eastern Iran en route to
the Indian subcontinent (Hiebert and Lamberg-Karlovsky 1992); others have
viewed this same evidence as suggesting BMAC traders and smiths living in
one of the neighboring states with whom they habitually exchanged materials
(Salvatori 1995: 48–51).
E. E. Kuzmina (1994) has consistently identiﬁed the Andronovo “culturalhistorical community” (obshchnost’), which she believes emerged in the southern trans-Urals northeast of the Caspian Sea in the early second millennium
(or late third on the basis of calibrated C14 determinations) and which she
later divides into several chronological and regional tribal variants, as ancestral
to the historically attested Aryans. According to Kuzmina, these Andronovo
peoples moved in several successive waves throughout the second millennium
far to the north/northwest and south/southeast (i.e., nearly in all directions;
cf. the map on the inside of the front cover of her 1994 monograph) from their
presumed homeland in the southern Urals.
Even more recently, the discovery of late prehistoric “Caucasoid” (i.e., apparently white “Europeans”) mummies in Xinjiang China led to their tentative
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identiﬁcation as Tocharians, an Indo-European speaking people known to have
lived on the western border of China at the end of the ﬁrst millennium AD
(Mair 1998). This identiﬁcation is made – despite the two millennia or longer
chronological discrepancy between the archaeological and linguistic evidence –
on the assumption that language and physical type correlate perfectly with one
another.
Numerous other examples could be cited in which inherently ambiguous
archaeological data are interpreted to ﬁt supposedly ﬁrm linguistic or physical anthropological evidence, resulting in the ethnic/linguistic identiﬁcation
of the archaeological culture/cultural community concerned. Speciﬁc identiﬁcations must be evaluated separately on the basis of the evidence supporting
them. Some may be quite convincing or at least plausible, others less so, but all
are problematic and some – as the history of such identiﬁcations and theories
show – may be dangerous. Theoretically, of course, a cardinal difﬁculty consists
in the conﬂation of the independently varying concepts of “race,” language,
and culture; today many physical anthropologists deny the existence of distinct
physical types or at least emphasize the great biological variation within populations and recognize their clinal distribution – that is, the merging or blending
of adjacent groups resulting in a continuous spectrum of human populations
exhibiting intermediate physical characteristics and no division of the species
into discrete clearly deﬁned “races.” Language is culturally learned, not physically inherited. Because people generally (though not necessarily!) breed with
partners with whom they can speak, there is typically a strong positive correlation between language and culture. Nevertheless, they must be distinguished.
Caucasoid peoples do not necessarily speak Indo-European languages, nor are
speakers of Indo-European necessarily “Caucasoid” in terms of their physical
appearance. Culture, too, is obviously not found in our genes, but consists of
learned behavior transmitted from one generation to the next.
Moreover culture, including eminently the material culture with which
archaeologists grapple, is porous or capable of being adopted by other groups,
resulting over time in the fact that few traits or features are uniquely and constantly speciﬁc to a given group (e.g., see Haüsler’s cogent critique [1998] of the
concept of an Indo-European burial). Many ethnic groups share similar material
cultures, but simply identify themselves – and are so identiﬁed by their neighbors – as distinct. This critically important feature of ethnic self-identiﬁcation
is not directly observable in the archaeological record. Archaeological cultures
only occasionally correspond to actual, self-recognized human groups. Finally,
the always-problematic ethnic or linguistic identiﬁcation made on archaeological evidence is necessarily also exclusionary. These Andronovo remains are
Indo-European, not Turkic, and the Andronovo trans-Urals “homeland,” consequently, is ours, not theirs. Other Aryan homelands, of course, have been
and/or are still postulated for politically motivated reasons in central Europe,
Ukraine, Turkey, and northern India.
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This study has consistently emphasized the movements of peoples as one
of the principal means in later prehistory for the establishment of interregional connections and the diffusion of technologies. On the basis of current evidence, one could update the hypothesis of an Indo-Iranian migration
into western Iran and support the movement of Indo-Aryans into eastern
Iran and northwestern India. The former may have initially “germinated” on
the densely settled Gorgan/Misrian plain of northeastern Iran/southwestern
Turkmenistan as steppe peoples from farther north gradually entered this settled
agricultural area and emulated and assimilated with the indigenous population
and its long distinctive grey ware tradition. The ancestors of the Indo-Aryans
may have initially entered the plains of “civilized” Central Asia from the north
and likewise adopted the culture of the original BMAC peoples who had ﬁrst
colonized the Margiana and Bactrian plains from farther south; then, as the
BMAC Middle Bronze polity or “secondary state” collapsed, some assimilated
BMAC peoples of steppe origin moved south – as Hiebert and LambergKarlvosky (1992) argued – into the eastern Indo-Iranian borderlands. Both
processes were largely peaceful and protracted, continuing throughout most of
the second millennium BC.
Such reconstructions are not implausible and indeed may be correct, but
they are almost impossible to demonstrate conclusively. The basic problem
concerns the nature of these Bronze Age migrations: largely peaceful, protracted processes involving assimilation into the local, often well-established
cultures. Unlike later invasions or colonizations, such as the establishment of
Greek settlements in Sicily during the seventh century BC, these movements
were not sudden events, leaving a very obvious material culture trail in their
wake. J.-F. Jarrige (1985: 63) has understood this difference in relation to the
supposed Indo-Aryan invasion of the Subcontinent:
Those who postulate contacts between groups from the Eurasian steppes
and those from the northwestern parts of South Asia, however, must not
overlook the intermediary or ﬁltering role played by the peoples of southern
Central Asia. Given the existence of these cultures it seems unlikely . . . to
ﬁnd a continuous line of sites from the Eurasian steppes to the Ganges valley
all with ‘typical’ gray ware or ‘steppe-style’ pottery which could be used to
map the movements of Indo-Aryan populations. . . . Indeed, the expectation
that such a chain of evidence would exist is based on a misconception of
the way that population movements actually occurred.

Similarly, Lamberg-Karlovsky (2002: 74) has observed that “not a single artifact
of Andronovo type has been identiﬁed in Iran or in northern India” and that,
although BMAC materials can be found in eastern Iran on sites dating to
the late third and early second millennium, it is “impossible . . . to trace the
continuity of these materials into the ﬁrst millennium and relate them to the
known cultures of Iranian-speakers – the Medes or the Achaemenids (or their
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presumed Iron Age ancestors . . . ).” The material culture trail vanishes, and the
linguistic identiﬁcation remains tenuous.
The same uncertainty even more obscures the larger linguistic identiﬁcations
implicit in the canvas that we have sketched in this study. If there is a direct
historical connection between the terminal Tripol’ye gigantic settlements in
central Ukraine and the development and spread of mobile cattle herding
societies west to east across the Eurasian steppes, culminating in the emergence
of the Andronovo “cultural-historical community,” then, at ﬁrst glance, it
seems possible to reconcile the linguistic/ethnic identiﬁcations of C. Renfrew
(1987) and T. V. Gamkrelidze and Vya. Vs. Ivanov (1984), on the one hand,
and those of J. P. Mallory (1989) and E. E, Kuzmina (1994), on the other. The
gigantic settlements of the terminal Tripol’ye culture represent the culmination
of “Old Europe,” an agricultural way of life whose origins can be traced
back to the Balkans and, ultimately, to Anatolia. The spectacular Chalcolithic
remains of the Balkans clearly emerged out of the earlier and equally spectacular
Neolithic remains of Anatolia.
During the ﬁrst half of the fourth millennium Tripol’ye cultivators became
cattle herders and spread eastwards across the Eurasian steppes. Their focus
on cattle herding, as opposed to the mixed herding later characteristic of the
Eurasian steppes, only increased during the Middle and Late Bronze periods,
and their way of life, which fundamentally revolved around their cattle, must
have been reﬂected in all the material and spiritual aspects of their culture,
the latter of which eventually ﬁnd their reﬂection in the Avestan and Vedic
traditions. Gradually and continuously they moved south and changed the
ethnic and linguistic composition of the areas that they entered. The easily
recognizable steppe elements in their material culture were transformed as
they assimilated to the local greater or more “civilized” traditions. Wheel-made
pottery replaced the coarsely incised hand-made pottery, though these peoples
continued to exploit metal resources and produce increasingly sophisticated
and effective tin-bronze tools and weapons. The Indo-Iranians entered Iran,
and the Indo-Aryans entered the South Asian subcontinent, and the rest, as
they say, is history.
Unfortunately, this reconstruction cannot be deﬁnitively documented from
the mute, underdetermined archaeological record. One could easily tell a different, potentially less dangerous tale from the archaeological evidence. There
was no single Indo-European or Proto-Indo-European “homeland” but just
an ever unfolding historical process of development in which peoples not only
continuously transformed themselves, including their basic livelihoods, and
sometimes moved into new areas, but in which they also continuously borrowed and assimilated the technological innovations and cultural developments
of other peoples with whom they always came into contact. The linguists’
favorite metaphor of likening a family of languages to a tree with its trunk and
diverging branches is misleading, for the trunk itself has roots resembling both
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branches and trunks that extend deep into the earth, perpetually intertwining with other neighboring trunks and branches. Perhaps a better metaphor
acknowledging both the continual divergence and convergence of related languages would be overlapping networks of highways, coming together at busy
intersections and then spreading apart to form a continuously developing, nonrandom interconnected system of movement and communication.
The speciﬁc origins of developments in metal working, wheeled vehicles,
and horse riding may never be established precisely because of the rapid sharing
and adoption of these incredibly useful and multifunctional innovations. What
is more signiﬁcant is the extent of the interconnections suggested by the huge
area over which, for example, wheeled vehicles appeared – seemingly simultaneously. It is inherently unlikely that all these developments were the products
of a single, particularly gifted ethnic or linguistic group. The herders who
initially left the Eurasian steppes were not mounted warriors led by a chariotriding aristocracy, but impoverished cowboys who also probably knew how to
cultivate or at least intensively gather crops seeking a better life. They quickly
learned how to irrigate their ﬁelds, adopting the practices of the new cultures
with whom they came into contact.
Archaeological cultures, like the ethnographic cultures that they are often
assumed mistakenly to represent, are never pure and unmixed but always contain elements from neighboring and/or earlier cultures. The origins of the
Bactria-Margiana Archaeological Complex are not to be sought in a single
place, but in southern Turkmenistan, eastern Iran, Baluchistan, the Indian
subcontinent, and later, as this complex further developed – or, perhaps better – devolved, the Eurasian steppes. Like other cultural phenomena, it was a
hybrid, the product of a unique convergence of different cultural traditions.
The argument for cultural diversity is not based on political correctness, but on
historical accuracy. Prehistoric processes are interconnected and shared among
different peoples, and, for that reason, our reconstructions of them must be as
inclusive as possible.
Similarly, the spread of Andronovo cultural community remains from the
southern trans-Urals far to the southeast is indisputable, as reﬂected in the
spread of immediately recognizable ceramics, metal weapons and tools, and
productive herding economies utilizing wheeled vehicles and horses. The diffusion from this “homeland” may have initially involved peoples principally of
“Aryan” origin, as Kuzmina has consistently maintained, though as this diffusionary process spread farther and farther east it is likely also to have involved
peoples speaking unrelated languages and exhibiting different physical characteristics. The diffusion eastwards of metallurgy and Andronovo, Seima-Turbino
and Karasuk-like metal weapons and tools is certain ((Mei Jianjun and Shell
1999; Linduff 2002: 608; Figs. 5.30 and 5.31) and ofﬁcially acknowledged by
Chinese specialists. An Zhimin (1998: 60), for example, concedes the basic
diffusionary process, though he also notes that such technologies may spread
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Figure 5.30. Pottery of Andronovo-type from Xinjiang (adapted from Mei Jianjun
and Shell 1999: 572, ﬁg. 3).

and be adopted without the large-scale movements of peoples and urges more
ﬁeldwork devoted to this problem:
Cultural exchanges did not always result only from people’s migrations,
especially since metal implements of production were easy to be accepted
as burgeoning productive forces by archaeological cultures in contiguous
areas. It can be imagined that initially bronze and iron technology took its
rise in West Asia, ﬁrst inﬂuenced the Xinjiang region, and then reached
the Yellow River valley, providing external impetus for the rise of Shang
and Zhou civilizations. This means that Xinjiang was situated as the middle
link in the eastward diffusion of metal culture, which constitutes one of the
important problems worthy of thorough-going research.

One route of this diffusionary process was via northwestern and northern
Xinjiang, a region that physically belongs to the steppes, not the irrigated oasis
world farther south, and that during the Late Bronze Age formed “an integral
part of the Andronovo cultural community” (Debaine-Francfort 2002: 57;
Fig. 5.32).
Similar, albeit less striking, connections with Chernykh’s Eurasian Metallurgical Province can be found in the metals from the late third- and early
second-millennium BC Quijia and the slightly later Siba (1900–1600 BC) cultures from the Gansu province of northwestern China proper. More than 100
bronze artifacts were recovered from the Huoshaogu cemetery of the Siba
culture, including distinctively shaped steppe-like circular earrings and bronze
weapons together with jades, seashells, and agate and turquoise beads, and,
signiﬁcantly, horse sacriﬁces. Slightly later, or in the second quarter of the
second millennium, in the last two levels at Ehrlitou on the Central Plain of
China, there is increased evidence for alloying, the use of curved daggers similar to those from the steppes, and, most notably, the appearance of bronze
footed vessels, the clear forerunners of the later elaborately cast ﬁgured ritual
Shang Dynasty vessels. K. Linduff (2002: 608–609) aptly summarizes current
understanding of this multifaceted diffusionary process:
The movement of ideas about metal technology, artifacts or even peoples
into the Gansu Corridor and across the Northern Corridor must have taken
place via the valleys of the southern Altai bringing horse-herding, bronze
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Figure 5.31. Bronze weapons and tools of Andronovo-type from Xianjiang (adapted
from Mei Jianjun and Shell 1999: 574, ﬁgs. 4 and 5).
using peoples of Andronovo background. The whole region experimented
with metals in the 3rd and early 2nd millennium BC, but by about 1700 BC
different tracks were being followed. The emergence of state-level society,
synonymous with bronze production took place in the Chinese Central
Plain. . . . Where their methods of piece-mold casting were invented is yet
to be found, but their restricted use of alloyed metals was apparent from
at least as early as the upper strata at Erlitou. . . . Early metal technology
in east Asia had both experimental and mature phases, was probably not
independently generated, but emerged and was tempered in each area by
local conditions, customs, and degree of receptivity.
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Figure 5.32. Bronze and Iron Age cultural areas in Xinjiang (adapted from DebaineFrancfort 2002: 58, ﬁg.1).

Two additional points should be made. First, the spread of metal working
west to east is associated at some level with the spread of productive, dominantly
herding and horse-rearing economies that had also initially developed farther
west and that can be associated at some level with a very generically identiﬁed
Andronovo cultural tradition. The East Asian evidence is ultimately tied to
the emergence of the Chinese Bronze Age early dynastic states, a process well
underway by the middle of the second millennium BC. As this is true, the lower
uncalibrated radiocarbon chronology for the Andronovo horizon and other
western Eurasian archaeological steppe cultures cannot be correct. The use of
calibrated dates, which now have been advanced by Trifonov, Chernykh et al.,
Rassamakin, and others and which we have utilized throughout this study, must
now be universally adopted. Otherwise the causal arrows of direction documenting this process will have to be reversed, and that makes no historical sense.
Second, the diffusion west to east of metallurgy and horse rearing in no way
constitutes a tale of civilization itself spreading from west to east, enlightening
ultimately the indigenous inhabitants of China. Technologies and inﬂuences
always spread in both directions, and there are many other tales to be told,
including, probably, an early diffusion of sericulture and silks east to west. The
early Chinese State may have received its metal technology, wheeled vehicles,
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and horses from the west, but they quickly adapted and improved on them
for their own culturally deﬁned purposes. The intricate, elaborately cast and
ﬁgured bronze vessels for which the Shang Dynasty is so justly renowned have
no direct parallels either in the way they were made or the uses to which
they were put in western Asia. The “world” of West Asia was not united with
the “world” of East Asia in a single interconnected “world system” during the
Bronze Age (contra Frank 1993), despite the undeniable fact that both areas were
in indirect contact with one another and that both borrowed and beneﬁted
from such contact.
BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH
V. I. SARIANIDI

Photo 5.1. Three young members of the XIVth
Brigade of the Southern Turkmenistan Archaeological Complex Expedition (Yu.T.A.K.E) take
a break from their archaeological excavations in
Turkmenistan during the mid-to late 1950s: V. M.
Masson, V. I. Sarianidi, and I. N. Khlopin (pictured
left to right).

V. I. Sarianidi studied archaeology initially at Central Asian (now Tashkent)
State University under the direction of M. E. Masson, graduating in 1953.
He then worked on a series of well-known sites that expanded and reﬁned
the prehistoric Neolithic to Iron Age (Djeitun, Namazga I-VI) sequence in
southern Turkmenistan as a member of Yu.T.A.K.E. from 1955 to 1958. He
also then worked in Margiana or along the Lower Murghab River, discovering Late Bronze Age settlements in the Auchin oasis that he would later
investigate in greater detail from 1972 on. He completed his candidate’s degree
(ﬁrst PhD) in 1963 on his excavations of Late Chalcolithic settlements in the
Geoksyur oasis along a former delta of the Lower Tedjen River (published in
1965 as Pamyatniki pozdego eneolita yugo-vostochnogo Turkmenistana) and became
a Senior Researcher at the Institute of Archaeology in Moscow, a position
that he held until 2003. His doctoral dissertation was completed in 1975 and
was based on his early investigations in northwestern Afghanistan (published
in 1977 as Drevnie zemledel’tsy Afghanistana. Materialy Sovetsko-Afganskoi ekspeditsii 1969–1974 gg.). Throughout most of the 1970s he discovered and excavated
Bronze Age sites both in northwestern Afghanistan and in the Kara Kum desert
of southeastern Turkmenistan along former terminal deltaic extensions of the
Lower Murghab River. This work led to the discovery of a new Bronze Age
civilization dating towards the end of the third and the ﬁrst half of the second
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Photo 5.2. V. I. Sarianidi – the legendary “Lion
of the Kara Kum” – shown in 2004, his seventyﬁfth anniversary and after more than ﬁfty years
of archaeological investigations and sensational
discoveries.

millennium BC: the Bactria-Margiana Archaeological Complex (BMAC), or
what certain Western scholars refer to as the Oxus Civilization with its monumental public architecture, art, evidence for craft specialization, seals and other
administrative devices, and now “royal” cemetery from Gonur-depe. He is
the author of more than 250 articles, including roughly 30 monographs and
popular scientiﬁc books. By a special decree of President S. Niyazov, he has
been proclaimed a citizen of Turkmenistan, and with the support of the government of Turkmenistan, Greece, and various funding sources in western
Europe and the United States, he continues to excavate the incredibly rich site
of Gonur 1, the largest known Bronze Age “capital” settlement of Margiana.
It is no exaggeration to say that few archaeologists in the history of the
discipline have made as many important and sensational discoveries as V. I.
Sarianidi. How many archaeologists can claim to have discovered a totally
new Bronze Age civilization? How many have uncovered – under extremely
adverse, politically uncertain circumstances from late 1978 through the ﬁrst
half of 1979 – six “royal” Kushan period burials at the site of Tillya Tepe (the
“golden mound”), containing more than 20,000 stunningly beautiful gold
artifacts (which recently have reemerged unscathed after being hidden in bank
vaults in Kabul)? It is almost as if he had worked in an earlier era, when pioneers
like H. Schliemann and H. Carter uncovered Troy and King Tut’s Tomb. Until
his work in northern Afghanistan (1969 to 1979), some Western scholars, who
had searched for decades in vain for Achaemenid period settlements, referred
to the “Bactrian mirage” or absence of appropriately dated Iron Age sites in
Bactria. Sarianidi arrived and soon discovered a series of Achaemenid sites,
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uncovering monumental architecture at the site of Altyn 10 in the Dashly
oasis.
Some critics have considered him lucky, but such “luck” depended on
extremely hard work, countless (and fearless) excursions across the arid Kara
Kum desert and similarly barren landscapes of northwestern Afghanistan, and
an incredible tenacity and sense of where to ﬁnd and excavate archaeological
remains. B. A. Litvinskii’s (2004: 21) concluding assessment in his academic
biographical foreword to the volume celebrating Sarianidi’s seventy-ﬁfth birthday is apt:
Of course, not everything was peaceful in Sarianidi’s relations with his colleagues. There were conﬂicts in which he not always played the role of the
angel. But all this never interrupted his work. His work and expeditions
were the chief goal of his life. . . . After half a century of the most persistent
labors, he has had colossal results and made a whole series of epochal discoveries. He has uncovered new periods, previously unknown kingdoms,
new civilizations, incredible architectural monuments, and a huge collection of fabulous works of art. . . . Viktor Sarianidi is now a famous world
archaeologist, a genuine legend of Central Asian archaeology.

Generations of future archaeologists will reﬁne and, in some cases, correct and
modify our understanding of the discoveries made by V. I. Sarianidi. Such tasks,
some of which should have been avoided, also will not be easily or quickly
accomplished. The work will continue but it will always be based on the initial
incredible discoveries of the “Lion of the Kara Kum.” Several contributors
to his commemorative volume fondly recount Sarianidi’s acts of warm, almost
spontaneous generosity and use the Turkmen word adamchylyk (“humaneness”)
to describe him. This word too is apt.
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chapte r 6
THE CIRCULATION OF PEOPLES AND
MATER IALS – EVOLUTION, DEVOLUTION,
AND RECUR RENT SOCIAL FOR MATIONS
ON THE EURASIAN STEPPES AND IN WEST
ASIA: PATTER NS AND PROCESSES
OF INTERCONNECTION DUR ING
LATER PREHISTOR Y
The Bronze Age was, however, unique even in ancient times in that the
great river valley civilizations relied on metal for production and that metal
(copper, tin, lead, etc.) was scarce and had to be procured from afar, from
less developed regions. Thus trade involved not just luxuries but also basic
requirements, interaction between societies at contrasting levels of technology and social organization, and organization by ruling elites . . . Bronze
Age societies [however] were not inchoate versions of our own.
(Ratnagar 2001: 351)
Over against the processes of divergent development leading to the
separation of distinct peoples – and confusion – can be traced no less
clearly a process of convergence. . . . At least in the Old World the peoples
accessible to archaeological study were constantly interchanging material
objects, ideas and inventions. . . . What we call Civilization is the product
of this collective tradition, transcending all national frontiers.
(Childe 1933: 418–419)

This study has attempted to relate an interconnected story of developments
from Chalcolithic through Bronze Age times that affected archaeologically
deﬁned peoples from the Balkans east to the borders of China. It has stressed
the importance of contacts among different cultures and has emphasized the
continuous circulation of materials, peoples, technologies, and ideas over long
distances. At the same time it has inveighed against anachronistic reasoning,
insisting that the dominantly herding economy that developed on the western Eurasian steppes during the Bronze Age qualitatively differed from the
mounted steppe pastoral nomadism that emerged during the Iron Age and that
is richly documented in later historical and ethnographic sources. There were
no Bronze Age Genghis Khans or Timurs, but just cattle herders who utilized
244
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bronze tools and weapons and moved principally west to east across the steppes
on wheeled vehicles from the late fourth millennium on and probably rode or at
least harnessed horses by the late third millennium BC. Technologies – mining,
metal working, wheeled vehicles, composite bent bows, woolen textiles and
felts, cold-tolerant plants and animals, storage facilities and semisubterranean
pit dwellings – diffused or were shared among different peoples; such peoples
were not stationary but moved or migrated over time, seeking better pastures
and more attractive conditions to cultivate crops or simply to live better. Materials were also exchanged over long distances – initially dominantly prestige
goods, such as jewelry, exotic precious and semiprecious stones and metals, and
ceremonial stone and bronze weapons, and later increasingly utilitarian goods,
including functional metal weapons and tools.
MODELING THE “WORLD(S)” OF BRONZE AGE EURASIA

But how signiﬁcant were these interconnections, and, more fundamentally,
how can we even determine their signiﬁcance? We should be consistent in our
rejection of anachronisms. Bronze Age Eurasia was not structured systematically
into cores, peripheries, and semiperipheries as postulated for the modern world
from the sixteenth century AD on (Wallerstein 1974). There was no systematic
development of underdevelopment, nor, with perhaps few exceptions, were
dependencies deliberately created and consistently maintained as are supposedly
characteristic of the modern world system. Globalization even more so is a
phenomenon of contemporary times, not the Bronze Age. Cultivators and
herders, not merchants and smiths, were the primary inhabitants of the Bronze
Age. Most people most of the time were ﬁrmly rooted in their own soil, not
setting off to far distant lands to exchange precious goods. Over time the Bronze
Age cattle herding economy of the steppes became increasingly specialized,
culminating in the emergence of true mounted pastoral nomadism with mixed
herds of cold adapted horses, sheep, goats, cattle, and Bactrian camels at the
beginning of the Iron Age. In a sense, with such a specialized development, the
contrasting worlds of the steppe and the sown were driven even further apart
in terms of their contrastive lifestyles. Rather than continuously integrated
into a single “world system,” the advent of iron also heralded the breakdown
of the necessary interconnections for the procurement of copper and tin that
were characteristic of the Bronze Age and, at least initially, may have led to a
reduction in the scale of the intensive production and exchange of metal goods
and to the emergence of more small-scale independent workshops engaged in
iron production (cf. also McConchie 2004: 146–148, 163–166).
Two worlds – the “civilized” Ancient Near East with a primary, though
by no means exclusive, focus on some form of intensive agriculture (terracing, irrigation, etc.) and the “barbarian” western Eurasian steppes with mobile
herding economies and, presumably, some reliance on the intensive gathering,
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if not cultivation, of cereals (though its nature and extent remains unclear) –
increasingly interacted both within and between each complementary region
throughout Bronze Age times. Herding peoples moved along river valleys, as
well as over the open steppe, constructing raised kurgans and exchanging prestige and ceremonial goods and increasingly functional tools and weapons. The
Ancient Near East was interconnected through even more elaborate networks
of exchange, as well as of political alliances and conquests or raids to achieve –
however ﬂeetingly – political hegemony and to procure exotic prestige goods
and necessities: particularly, metal tools and weapons. These “worlds” were
distinct yet interconnected not only through the exchange of materials, particularly metals, but also through the continuous movements of steppe herders
into the sown agricultural world of the Near East, processes that we have tried
to trace throughout this study.
This network of interconnections during the Bronze Age, however, did not
constitute a single unit, an inchoate version of the modern “world system.”
Our models of the prehistoric past are necessarily partial and provisional; they
should not assume a reality that they do not possess. Reference to a Bronze Age
world system should enlighten, not mislead, our understanding of the extent of
integration and interaction that was achieved during the fourth through second
millennia BC. One of the strengths of this model is its focus on the relevant
unit of analysis, that is, on the area that was integrated economically and politically to the extent that can be considered systemic so that changes in one part
of the system affect changes or developments throughout the system. From
this perspective, I would argue that Sumer and “the secondary states east of
Sumer” during the last centuries of the third and beginning centuries of the
second millennia BC constituted such a “world system,” though the western
and northern limits of this system are more difﬁcult to deﬁne. The boundaries
of the system also shift over time in a manner that reﬂects not simply continuous growth, but the conscious development of new areas of intense interaction,
such as the eastern Mediterranean Basin, stretching into Central Europe, during the ﬁrst half of the second millennium BC. Simultaneously, many of the
“secondary states east of Sumer” collapse or devolve and – temporarily at least –
seem to drop out of this “world system.”
Is such a model useful or confusing? The utility of such an analogy between
the Bronze Age and modern times may be more to reveal basic structural differences than to discover misleading, superﬁcial similarities (Kohl 1989; Stein
1999). Unfortunately, archaeologists tend to overuse the models they develop.
Advocates of the world systems model frequently become enmeshed in endless, essentially typological arguments over what areas constituted the cores,
semiperipheries, peripheries, or other idiosyncratically postulated units of the
deﬁned system. Few want to work in peripheral areas, and most want to see
their area as central to the whole. Ironically, such debates become exercises
in classiﬁcation, comparable to the neo-evolutionists’ schema of labeling their
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societies as ever-reﬁned and nuanced types of chiefdoms and early states (cf.
the critical discussion in Sections I and III of Chapter 1). As this happens,
whatever utility the world systems model has – dissipates.
Although the borders demarcating the civilized and barbarian worlds (not
world systems) were porous, the differences in their overall structure and
methods of interaction are striking. An “urban revolution” had occurred in
Mesopotamia in which for awhile – particularly throughout the third millennium – more people seemingly lived in large nucleated cities than in the
countryside (cf. the settlement data summarized in Section III of Chapter 5),
and marked social stratiﬁcation and specialization of the activities conducted by
the population are evident both in the archaeological and cuneiform records.
By the late third millennium this urban core had stimulated the rise of secondary states or complex regional polities to its east, and a complex network of
exchange and shifting political alliances, established peacefully and forcefully,
had emerged that united or integrated this entire area into an interlocking system across which materials, technologies, and symbols and ideas were broadly
shared.
It is more difﬁcult to construct the “barbarian” Bronze Age world of the
steppes to the north, in good part because of the fact that it was illiterate,
lacking historical sources to facilitate the reconstruction of its social features.
The archaeological record that has been compiled, moreover, is deﬁcient in its
overemphasis on mortuary remains and relatively scant settlement data. This
picture is changing, as settlements are being discovered through the use of more
sophisticated remote-sensing techniques and excavated, although the picture
in hand at the moment remains incomplete, with certain vital pieces missing
to complete the puzzle. Different peoples interacted with each other not principally as traders, but as herders; that is, the mobile herding economies that
were characteristic of the steppes brought different peoples into continuous
contact with each other. This continuous contact stimulated political developments, both the formation and dissolution of large alliances or confederations
of related peoples that presumably made possible the ever increasing large-scale
extraction of metal ores and the nearly universally shared ability to produce
and exchange metal tools and weapons.
Materials and technologies were shared or diffused across this vast world, and
these processes are perhaps most clearly reﬂected in the spread of related types of
metal tools and weapons within successively larger “metallurgical provinces.”
By the Late Bronze Age, metal ores were being extracted at specialized sites,
such as the Gorny settlement at Kargaly, on a seemingly industrial scale. Settlements, such as those of the slightly earlier Sintashta-Arkaim so-called “Country of Towns” across the Urals, are small and relatively undifferentiated, certainly in comparison with the urban centers of the “civilized” Ancient Near
East; the domestic houses resemble one another and the sites essentially lack
public monumental architecture. What is striking, however, is the pervasive
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distribution and evidence for working metals at the Sintashta-Arkaim and
other Middle and Late Bronze settlements. Nearly everyone seemingly could –
at least at some level – fashion or rework his/her metal tools and weapons.
The broadly diffused metal-working technology of the Bronze Age Eurasian
steppes contrasts with the more localized or concentrated evidence for metalworking in the Ancient Near East. The more egalitarian “barbarians” on the
steppes were not technologically deﬁcient in terms of their abilities to mine
and work metals essential to their way of life; if anything, they were relatively advanced in this respect compared with their “civilized” neighbors to
the south. In other words, the terms civilized/barbarian here do not carry
their nineteenth-century connotations – the former supposedly being more
progressive and superior, the latter more backward and inferior. Rather, the
herders of the steppes were self-sufﬁcient, organized into partially autonomous/
independent kin-structured groups that were capable of forming and dissolving alliances with related groups, and increasingly worked metals for eminently
practical purposes. In certain respects, such “barbarians” were more advanced
than most of the peoples laboring in the “civilized” world to the south.
How was such large-scale mining organized? Was it our so-called “gulag”
pattern, that is, one that took place under a despotic state organizing and
controlling the extraction and distribution of ores? Or the contrastive “gold
rush” pattern in which basically decentralized prospectors exchanged their raw
materials with neighboring herders who, in turn, exchanged some of these
ores with their neighbors in a down-the-line fashion? We lack essentially any
evidence for the former, and yet it is hard to envision how the latter would have
worked efﬁciently. Certainly, the “barbarian” world of the steppes was more
egalitarian than the “civilized” Ancient Near East; sharp social distinctions on
the scale of the latter are not seen in the mortuary remains or in the architecture
of the settlements that have been excavated on the steppes.
Most likely kindred tribal groups periodically coalesced into larger confederacies to solve problems related to the procurement of materials or the
acquisition of better pastures, such large-scale unions ﬁnding their dim reﬂection in the overall uniformity of the archaeologically deﬁned cultures and the
lack of sharp boundaries among them and the ubiquitous presence of countless
raised kurgans, the continuous construction of which must have required considerable social coordination. Political and military unions of far less mobile
Native Americans, such as the Iroquois (Haudenosaunee) confederation, are
ethnographically attested as having successfully controlled vast regions, such
as most of eastern North America, for centuries or relatively long periods of
time. Perhaps broadly similar alliances characterized the Bronze Age Eurasian
steppes, though it is difﬁcult to envision how they will be convincingly documented archaeologically.
Nevertheless, trade and population movements continuously occurred
throughout both these “worlds” during later prehistory, and this circulation of
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materials and peoples had far-reaching social and political consequences. Is this
just an article of faith? How do we even recognize that long-distance exchange
and movements of peoples actually occurred? The archaeological record is
notoriously incomplete and difﬁcult to interpret. Some areas are better investigated than others, or, stated negatively, some critical regions, such as the “tin
belt” stretching from southwestern to northeastern Afghanistan (cf. Fig. 5.24),
have beneﬁted from very little sustained research and can essentially be considered archaeological terrae incognitae. Our interpretations are always conditioned
by the uneven nature of archaeological research, a problem that compounds
itself when we expand our spatial horizons.
Archaeologists who believe in the importance of far-reaching Bronze Age
connections must emphasize the exceptional discoveries, such as the Uluburun
shipwreck, that provide a rare glimpse into the scale and complexity of interregional exchange. From this perspective, such remarkable discoveries remind
us how incomplete our understanding actually is and represent the tip of a
massive iceberg of missing data to document such interconnections. Organic
materials, such as textiles or various hardwoods essential for building boats and
culturally valued aromatic substances, which we know historically from the
cuneiform sources were important objects of exchange, rarely are preserved
and, consequently, remain largely invisible in the archaeological record. They
cannot be ignored. Awareness of them is essential, but it is extremely difﬁcult,
if not impossible, to assess accurately their scale and signiﬁcance.
Similarly, we know that entire peoples migrated over long distances in early
historic periods, and it is reasonable to assume that they did so in late prehistoric times as well, though they necessarily were conditioned by different
technological and social constraints, such as the available means of transportation and the presence or absence of substantial polities throughout the areas
they traversed. In many cases these movements can be detected only indirectly
or dimly in the archaeological record. In the absence of written sources, it is
doubtful that such movements are ever completely or accurately understood.
Generally speaking, peoples moved into areas already occupied and assimilated
with the cultures with which they came into contact. Total replacement rarely
occurred, and thus changes in the archaeological record often remain somewhat ambiguous and open to equally plausible alternative interpretations as
essentially internally or externally induced.
If this pattern of emulation and assimilation is dominant, as characterized
the intrusion of steppe peoples into southern Central Asia during the Late
Bronze Age, then its archaeological or material culture “signature” is going to
be difﬁcult to decipher. Such phenomena, however, should not be discounted
because their detection is problematic. Somehow they must be accounted for
or modeled, even though our interpretations are likely to remain partial and
approximate, always subject to necessary revision based on the accumulation
of new and more complete records of evidence.
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Processual archaeologists working in the Anglo-American tradition largely
rejected the concept of migration to explain changes in the archaeological
record. Although overstated, this processual critique had a certain validity.
There was no question that migration had been used too frequently or overworked as an explanatory concept. New peoples were too often seen as the
efﬁcient causes to explain new material culture features, changes that often
could be more efﬁciently interpreted as adaptations to local conditions. Migrations were also caricatured as unpredictable events, conveniently invoked dei
ex machina to explain punctuated change in material remains. Migration, however, is not a unitary phenomenon; peoples move for different reasons over
different distances. What was needed was a typology of migrations, such as
that proposed by D. Anthony (1990) in his sensible plea to reintroduce the
concept of migration into Anglo-American archaeological discourse.
Here, we have focused principally on migrations that are not speciﬁc, singularly occurring events, but protracted processes, taking place over centuries.
In part, this focus also reﬂects the limitations of the evidence, particularly
the lack of a ﬁrmly rooted and universally agreed-upon chronology, but it is
also true that movements of peoples from one area to another can occur over
extended periods of time, forming long-term patterns that are discernible in
the archaeological record. Although life on the Eurasian steppes changed from
the Bronze to the Iron Age and into later historical periods, the steppes always
constituted the dominant “high-pressure zone” from which peoples moved
into adjacent lower pressure regions, particularly to the south. This weather
pattern was predictable, if occasionally stormy.
We have emphasized that these protracted movements from the steppes into
the northern frontier of the Ancient Near East occurred during the Early and
Middle Bronze Age in the Caucasus, possibly beginning in the late fourth millennium, and only later began to affect profoundly the settled oasis agricultural
areas of Central Asia, especially during the Late and Final Bronze Ages. Neither
of these movements from the steppes resembled Iron Age and later historically
documented movements from the steppes because the complex basic adaptation of mounted steppe pastoral nomadism was not fully in place until the
beginnings of the Iron Age. Nevertheless, it is important to distinguish the earlier cattle herding societies with oxen-driven wheeled vehicles that crossed the
Caucasus from the later societies who also had harnessed horses and probably
Bactrian camels pulling both heavy wooden wagons and lighter spoke-wheeled
vehicles and rode horses, successfully traversing the Kyzyl Kum and Kara Kum
deserts. The use of horses made a critical difference. S. Ratnagar (2000: 110)
explains the signiﬁcance of this development on the steppes by ca. 2000 BC:
The herding of several animals, cattle, sheep, goat and also horses was done
from horse back. Once the horse could be controlled by a rider the mounted
herder could cover long distances in a day and scout for good pastures
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and stray animals; this would ensure that ﬂocks moved fast when necessary.
This, in turn would make the tending of large herds possible. . . . In a positive
feedback mechanism would arise yet more geographically extensive pastoral
circuits and larger ﬂocks. This coupled with geographic factors . . . would
mean a precarious balance between people, animals, and the land, necessitating periodic outmigration.

Such recurrent, continuous movements north to south ultimately had profound
consequences for the settled societies with whom they came into contact.
Movements into the Caucasus were shorter lived, and the restricted mountain
valleys of Transcaucasia quickly ﬁlled up with the arrivals of different peoples
from the steppes, many of whom by the Late Bronze Age lived in inaccessible
fortiﬁed settlements surrounded by roughly hewn and massive cyclopean stone
walls.
Movements ﬁrst into southern Central Asia and then subsequently onto the
Iranian plateau and into South Asia were even more protracted and openended, continuing possibly throughout most of the second millennium BC.
Here space was less restricted than in the Caucasus, and the irrigation-based
agricultural societies with whom the steppe peoples came into contact were
more “civilized” or had lived in more complex, hierarchically structured polities. Over time they continuously assimilated into the higher societies or Great
Traditions that had developed in southern Central Asia, eastern Iran, and northwestern South Asia during the second half of the third millennium, and in
doing so they became increasingly difﬁcult to detect archaeologically. Changes
in the ethnic and linguistic composition of the entire eastern Ancient Near East
may have occurred in a manner broadly supportive of the reconstructions of
most historical linguists (e.g., Mallory 1989). Unfortunately, this process is not
directly observable or capable of deﬁnitive conﬁrmation in the archaeological
record.
Sudden intrusions or colonizations, such as the establishment of Harrapan
sites in eastern Bactria and along the Makran coast or the Greeks’ establishments of colonies throughout the Black Sea and western Mediterranean Basin
in the eighth and seventh centuries BC, took place relatively quickly and left
a striking, immediately recognizable archaeological signature. The more protracted movements of the Early Transcaucasians or Kura-Araxes peoples into
western Iran, Anatolia, and ultimately parts of the Levant in the late fourth and
early third millennium BC, as well as the subsequent movements of the builders
of the early monumental kurgans into Transcaucasia from the adjacent steppes
beginning roughly in the middle of the third millennium BC, also involved
assimilation and acculturation with the preexisting cultures with whom they
met. These processes leave a more attenuated material-culture trail but still, to a
quite plausible extent, are observable archaeologically as population dispersals,
taking place over some extended period of time. Historical linguists postulate
more substantial movements of Iranians into Iran and Aryans into South Asia
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from an original Indo-Iranian homeland located somewhere farther north, but
such movements occurred over several centuries and involved contact with
more advanced settled complex societies. Theoretically, they should be more
difﬁcult to detect archaeologically, and, not surprisingly, they are so.
What other trends or patterned processes can we discern in the archaeological evidence we have reviewed? Let us brieﬂy consider two of them:
1) the production, distribution, and consumption of increasingly functional
metal weapons and tools, leading to increased militarism and ultimately the
advent of the Iron Age and the breakdown of the earlier Bronze Age interregional connections; and 2) the cyclical pattern of evolution and devolution,
social development and collapse as characteristic of the “barbarian” world of
the steppes and the adjacent “civilized” world on the northern frontier of the
Ancient Near East.
THE FUNCTIONAL USE OF METALS, RISING MILITARISM,
AND THE ADVENT OF IRON

Two central theses of our study are that the herding of livestock had to have been
intimately related to the production and exchange of metals during the Bronze
Age and that classically attested Eurasian mounted nomadism truly emerged
only during the subsequent Iron Age. What distinguishes one archaeologically
deﬁned Age from the other, and how do we explain the collapse of the Bronze
and advent of the Iron Age? There are, of course, many explanations for the
collapse of the Bronze Age, ranging from the depredations of the so-called
Sea Peoples to changes in warfare (cf. Drews 1993). The extensive trade routes
that crisscrossed the eastern Mediterranean in the second half of the second
millennium BC were disrupted by such incursions and consequent political
instabilities, possibly provoking an energy crisis, a shortage of copper and tin,
that only was solved through the procurement and smelting of iron ores and the
large-scale production of iron tools and weapons (cf., for example, Snodgrass
1971). Was a similar process underway to the east on the Eurasian steppes? The
technology for producing iron tools and weapons also quickly diffused west to
east, and this development too would have disrupted the elaborate large-scale
exchange networks of copper ores, semiprocessed metals, and ﬁnished bronzes.
An inevitable consequence of the advent of iron would have been the collapse or transformation of these exchange networks and metallurgical provinces
that had expanded since Chalcolithic times to spread less available ores and
metals throughout most of Eurasia wherever food-producing economies had
emerged. Principally, it is for this reason that S. Ratnagar (2001) pondered the
question whether the Bronze – not Iron – Age represented a unique instance of
a preindustrial “world system.” Tin, the rarest important component of bronze,
apparently was widely circulating in the eastern Mediterranean during the ﬁfteenth to thirteenth centuries BC (Muhly 1980: 48), even though it had to
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have been imported over hundreds of kilometers both by land and by sea; a
few hundred years later, it was no longer in such demand. Thus, paradoxically,
whereas Iron Age cities and empires greatly surpassed in scale their Bronze Age
predecessors, the interregional exchange of metals may have been reduced or
replaced by the large-scale trade in other, less directly utilitarian goods.
We know that the introduction of iron tools and weapons, or the real advent
of the Iron Age and not just a stage of archaeological classiﬁcation, was a
gradual process that occurred in the eastern Mediterranean from the twelfth
through tenth centuries BC (Waldbaum 1978). By the time iron tools and
weapons began to replace comparable bronzes, the latter were not only already
widely available in the Late Bronze kingdoms of Mesopotamia and the eastern
Mediterranean, but also extensively utilized throughout the “barbarian” realms
of the northern frontier of the Ancient Near East and across the Eurasian
steppes. And China, of course, was producing its own characteristic ritual
vessels, ornaments, and weapons on a scale perhaps unmatched elsewhere.
Childe popularized the view (1964: 191, 200) that commonly available
cheap iron democratized agriculture and industry and warfare, too. Any
peasant could afford an iron axe to clear fresh land for himself and iron
ploughshares wherewith to break up stony ground. The common artisan
could own a kit of metal tools that made him independent of the households
of kings, gods, or nobles . . . With the new metal implements for breaking
the ground, clearing it of trees and digging drainage channels, the small
farmer might earn independence by reclaiming for himself a piece of waste;
in any case, he could produce more.

Childe’s thesis needs to be qualiﬁed. Stronger iron implements may ultimately
have increased productivity, but by the late second millennium BC bronze tools
and weapons were widely available and on the Eurasian steppes “democratically” utilized for many of the eminently practical purposes cited by Childe,
including tilling the soil, harvesting the crops, building boats, composite bows,
and wheeled vehicles (i.e., advanced carpentry), and killing one’s neighbors.
The development of metallurgy in western Eurasia from the Chalcolithic
through the Bronze and into the Iron Age is characterized by an overall increase
in the scale of metallurgical production and in the functional utility of the
objects produced. Chernykh’s metallurgical provinces consistently expand in
terms of their spatial extent from their Chalcolithic Balkan origins north into
Europe and particularly east across the Caucasus, the Urals, and Kazakhstan
to the borders of China. Over time more metal tools and weapons are produced, as is clearly reﬂected in the number of Late Bronze hoards in eastern
Europe (Chernykh 1992: 252) or Late Bronze/Early Iron sanctuary deposits in
eastern Georgia (Pizchelauri 1984), several of which contained thousands of
bronze objects. The Caucasus, for example, produced an incredible number
of metal tools, weapons, and ornaments, most often tin-bronzes, during Late
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Bronze times. The State Historical Museum in Moscow alone contains tens of
thousands of bronze objects plundered from the Koban cemetery of northern
Ossetia in pre-Soviet times. Thousands more have been subsequently excavated throughout the Caucasus, mostly from cemeteries, such as the famous
Tli cemetery (Tekhov 1977, 1980, 1988). There was no shortage of functional
bronze tools and weapons at the end of the Bronze Age. Rather, they were
increasingly available throughout the Ancient Near East and across the Eurasian
steppes during the second half of the second millennium BC.
Throughout Chalcolithic and Bronze Age times, metals served both prestige and practical purposes. Most of the metals deposited in the graves at Varna
were meant to exalt the social status of the deceased, as also were the ornaments
found in the roughly contemporaneous hoards, settlements, and cemeteries of
the Carpatho-Balkan metallurgical province stretching from the Balkans across
the western Eurasian steppes to the Volga. Albeit on a small scale, functional
copper daggers, knives, shaft-hole axes and hammer-axes, awls, and ﬁshhooks
are also found in Cucuteni-Tripol’ye settlements (e.g., Figs. 2.10 and 2.11),
demonstrating the simultaneous practical uses of early copper objects. The
Maikop culture of the northern Caucasus is most famous for its ceremonial
use of precious metals – ﬁgured silver vessels, ﬁgurines, gold wands or staffs –
but also contains large vessels (for communal feasts?), objects of indeterminate
use such as the looped psalia and hooked kryuki (pitchforks?), and very functional daggers, spear heads, axes, adzes, and possibly hoes. Kura-Araxes metals
include ornaments, such as hammer and double spiral-headed toggle pins and
ﬁgured diadems, as well as again very usable weapons and tools, including
curved bladed objects that most likely were sickles. The “royal” tomb from
Arslantepe contained silver and gold ornaments, as well as numerous arsenical
copper/bronze vessels, tools, and weapons (nine spearheads, two swords, two
daggers, four axes and a knife). Possibly, four adolescents were sacriﬁced as part
of the interment ceremony of the principal royal or chieﬂy person; human sacriﬁce likewise is most likely attested in some of the early monumental kurgans
in Transcaucasia. Most graphically, the Karashamb silver goblet (cf. Fig. 3.28
and description), with its decapitation and stabbing scene together with stacked
human heads and row of daggers, spearheads, and shields depicts the bloody
purposes for which these weapons were made.
Similarly in Mesopotamia copper ceased being primarily an exotic luxury
and was replaced by silver as a medium of exchange as copper became a widely
available “necessity” in the middle of the third millennium (Edens 1992), and
by the early second millennium bronze was regularly used for agricultural
purposes as shown by the Old Babylonian hoards of tools from Tell Sifr and,
supposedly, Ishchali (Moorey 1994: 262). Mid-second-millennium (or earlier?)
Sabatinovka sites in southern Ukraine bordering the Black Sea practiced a much
less intensive form of swidden cultivation, periodically shifting their ﬁelds and
settlements, but broadly utilized bronze sickles to harvest their crops as shown
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by the recovery of numerous, repeatedly used stone sickle moulds (Gershkovich
2003: 311). Such examples could be multiplied.
Basically two interrelated trends are observable and characterize both the
“civilized” Ancient Near East and its “barbarian” northern frontier and adjacent world of the steppes throughout the Bronze Age: the increasingly effective
production of functional bronze weapons and practical use of bronze agricultural tools. From this perspective, the depredations of the Sea Peoples in the
eastern Mediterranean were not accidental harbingers of new times, but the
logical continuation of processes long underway in western Eurasia. Farther
east on the Eurasian steppes, another factor also was at work: increased riding
of horses, not just for herding cattle, but for raiding and military purposes.
Mounted, militarized steppe nomadism was nearly in place and would soon
impress itself on the consciousness of the Ancient Near East with the military
incursions of the Cimmerians and Scythians.
From a cross-cultural comparative perspective, this functional application of
metal technology for essential weapons and agricultural tools was not typical.
The Harappan or Indus Valley “civilization” was a principal player in the interregional networks of exchange and complex polities that interacted with each
other during the second half of the third millennium BC; they most likely regularly visited Oman (ancient Magan) to obtain copper. Yet their own practical
use of copper/bronze seems impoverished by comparison with Mesopotamia
or the Eurasian steppes. Their metal weapons, such as daggers and spearheads, lacked strengthening mid-ribs and were not terribly formidable; very
few metal sickles have been recovered from Harappan sites, and metals clearly
were not integrated into basic agrarian activities, as they were in the Caucasus
or on the steppes (for a more detailed discussion, see Ratnagar 2000: 96–99).
The same could be said for the metal assemblages of many of the secondary
states east of Sumer where metals seemingly were used more for administrative
(e.g., compartmented seals) or ceremonial/prestige (the elaborately cast ﬁgured, shaft-hole axes) purposes. This pattern applies even more to Bronze Age
China, where tremendous effort and technological innovation characterized
the piece-mould casting of ritual vessels, some of which were incredibly large
and elaborate, yet stone sickles remained in use well into the Iron Age.
The conquests of the Spaniards in the sixteenth century cut short the indigenous use of metals in the Andes and in Mesoamerica. We will never know
whether – given more time – the Andean and Mesoamerican peoples would
have developed more functional bronze weapons and tools, analogous to those
that developed in the Near East and Eurasian steppes. Nevertheless, it is impossible to refer to a Bronze, much less an Iron, Age in the New World, and
most effort, which, of course, in the Andes was considerable with a history
of metal production that extended back into the Early Horizon or late second millennium BC and in the south included the production of tin-bronzes,
seems to have been devoted to producing copper-silver and copper-gold alloys
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(tumbaga) for luxury goods and for ceremonial/ritual purposes. The cultural
value or technological style of gold- and silver-looking copper alloys seemingly
inhibited the production of more functional weapons and tools (cf. Chernykh
2005), and “copper, through its alloys, . . . remained a handmaiden to gold and
to silver: (Lechtman 1980: 295).
EVOLUTION AND DEVOLUTION IN BRONZE AGE EURASIA –
CULTURE HISTORY IN ARCHAEOLOGY AS THE SEARCH FOR
MACROHISTORICAL PATTERNS AND PROCESSES RATHER
THAN THE COMPILATION OF DATA; SOCIAL EVOLUTION
AS “WORLD” HISTORY

The archaeological narrative that we have related has shown that countless
different cultures and peoples, who utilized very similar functional copper and
bronze tools and weapons on an ever-increasing scale from the sixth through
the second millennium and then quickly adopted even better and easier means
to procure iron tools during the ﬁrst millennium, were participants in a shared
historical process that stretched from northwestern Europe to the borders of
China, justifying C. Thomsen’s original and prescient Three Age sequence.
This process involved not only metals, but also other important shared technologies, such as means of transportation, including wheeled vehicles, ridden
horses, and wind powered boats, and an assemblage of essentially the same
domesticated species of plants and animals that were kept not only as sources
of food, but for their ﬁbers to produce textiles, and, for some important animals, their dairy products and labor power to plow ﬁelds and haul goods.
Some peoples principally grew crops, often investing considerable efforts in
improving and modifying the land to support agriculture and expand its productivity, while at the same time maintaining animals with seasonal movements
into the mountains or onto the plains. Others developed a different form of
productive economy that concentrated principally on herding animals and necessarily involved large-scale systematic movements, often of the entire social
group, to provide continuously pasture or fodder for their animals. These two
ways of life complemented one another, and peoples frequently moved between
them – some cultivators adopting a more pastorally mobile lifestyle and some
herders settling down to practice agriculture. Technologies were shared; raw
materials and semiprocessed and ﬁnished goods were exchanged or forcibly
taken; and peoples moved in patterned, partially predictable ways to improve
their lives. Technological advances proceeded in a logical and essentially cumulative fashion; or, to adopt a different terminology, the forces of production in
society grew continuously over time.
The same cannot be said for the different forms of society we have encountered throughout this study. The gigantic, socially undifferentiated Tripol’ye
settlements collapsed or were mysteriously abandoned sometime during the
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ﬁrst half of the fourth millennium BC. Subsequent archaeological remains on
the western Eurasian steppes markedly differ at least through Middle Bronze
times; kurgans or burial remains now dominate the archaeological record and
the few settlements that are known are much smaller than their Tripol’ye predecessors. The Early Bronze inhabitants of the Caucasus did not live in cities,
but they worked metals on a substantial scale and precociously used them to
cultivate and harvest crops. Towards the end of the fourth millennium, some
of these peoples began to move south out of the Caucasus to occupy different
parts of the Ancient Near East, whereas other peoples subsequently crossed or
circumvented the Great Caucasus range and built large houses for the dead or
monumental kurgans to inter the physical remains of what are reasonably interpreted as their chiefs and accompanying attendants. Later, peoples throughout
Transcaucasia lived in inaccessibly situated and heavily fortiﬁed settlements that
reveal little evidence for social differentiation or settlement hierarchy. Centralized regional kingdoms would emerge here only later during the Iron Age.
Complex polities, reasonably termed “states” or even “civilizations,” developed in parts of southern Central Asia and other lands east of Sumer during
the second half of the third millennium, but they too collapsed or were abandoned during the ﬁrst half of the second millennium BC, and the earliest Iron
Age settlements in southern Central Asia, eastern Iran, and northwestern India
seem much less complex and developed than the Bronze Age proto-urban or
urban settlements that had ﬂourished earlier.
Productive herding economies, focusing principally at ﬁrst on raising cattle,
spread throughout the vast belt of the Eurasian steppes, reaching the borders
of western China. Eventually, they diversiﬁed the species of animals they kept,
rode horses, and utilized lighter, faster, and militarily more effective wheeled
vehicles. At least in parts of the western steppes, sedentary settlements reappear,
becoming more numerous and larger over time, and metals are mined on an
immense, seemingly industrial scale and distributed widely across the steppes,
though it remains unclear exactly how these related processes of production and
exchange were organized and coordinated. Later again during the Iron Age,
mounted pastoral nomadic confederacies would emerge, interact peacefully
and hostilely with settled societies to the south, and construct royal kurgans
for their leaders that were laden with marvelously worked gold and silver
ornaments, vessels, and other precious objects.
Is there any pattern to the developments described above? It certainly is
not linear, progressing inexorably from the simple to the complex. Societies
develop and collapse; devolution is as evident as evolution. Are these developments cyclical in any patterned manner, such as the oscillations between more
integrated complex and more regionalized simple chiefdoms postulated by
Koryakova (1996: 273) for temperate Eurasia from the Middle Bronze through
the Iron Age? As our geographical horizons widen, it is hard to detect such regular developments, for one area may experience growth, such as the Caucasus
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with the sudden emergence successively of the Maikop and Kura-Araxes cultures, while another region, the Balkans to eastern Ukraine, declines.
Similarly in the early second millennium, societies in the eastern Mediterranean on Cyprus, Crete, the Greek mainland, and elsewhere ﬂourished, participating in a complex marine-oriented exchange network in which exotic
precious goods, semiprocessed and ﬁnished bronzes, and staples freely circulated, whereas elsewhere the complex regional polities east of Sumer had
collapsed, these regions descending into an archaeological dark age populated
increasingly by less “civilized” herders from the north. One area waxes and
another wanes. Developments and declines in one area are distinctive from
those in another, but they exhibit complementarities that are not fortuitous,
but interrelated and systematic.
One detectable pattern is that centers of evolutionary development are not
stationary, but shift or replace one another over time. The evolutionary “action”
takes place in different areas at different times across the steppes and along
the northern frontier of the Ancient Near East. In the Neolithic, cultural
developments are most spectacular in Anatolia; in the Chalcolithic it is the
Balkans, stretching across Romania, Moldova, and western Ukraine, then the
Caucasus, southern Central Asia and eastern Iran, across the Urals and so forth.
In this respect, later prehistory seemingly resembles the modern historical era
with its consecutive shifts in world power from Portugal and Spain to the
Netherlands, France, England, and, currently, the United States. . . . Political
and economic hegemonies are never permanent but rise and fall principally as
a result of ever-changing interconnected macrohistorical processes.
Such macrohistorical processes are impossible to detect archaeologically if
one focuses on developments in a single region or over a relatively restricted
chronological horizon of a hundred years or so. The basic task of the archaeologist as culture historian is not to compile and order new data and ceaselessly
reﬁne local chronological sequences, though those are both essential and necessary activities; the culture historian also must take advantage of the only real
strength of the archaeological record: its coarse-grained, spatial and temporal
macroperspective on the basic activities carried out by different groups, and
then attempt to discern how these various activities relate to one another or are
interconnected. As E. Wolf (1982) argued persuasively for the modern historical era, cultures continuously imbricate and get caught up in shared historical
processes that extend far beyond the areas they occupy.
Cultural evolution does not proceed typically through internal developments
and local adaptations to restricted environmental settings, but occurs as a product of these shared interconnections and experiences. Cultures are dynamic
entities that can change dramatically over very short periods of time, particularly as they get caught up in larger historical processes that can overwhelm
and transform them. Such large-scale processes, involving the development of
new technologies and economies and the large-scale movements of materials
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through various forms of exchange and of peoples through their migrations,
were at work on the Eurasian steppes during the Bronze Age and profoundly
affected the countless archaeological cultures that have been deﬁned throughout this vast area and adjacent lands farther south.
Cultural evolution is real in the sense that qualitative social and cumulative
technological changes take place over time and can be traced. As discussed
at the beginning of this study, evolution and history are not opposed, but
complementary concepts. Social evolution is “world” history in the sense that
evolution takes place on an interconnected scale in which different peoples
differentially participate (cf. also Yoffee 2005: 197). The Mesopotamian “urban
revolution” and the periodic rises and falls of the various states that continuously
redeﬁned Mesopotamian civilization for over three millennia cannot be viewed
in isolation; rather, the emergence and early development of Mesopotamia must
be placed within interacting “worlds” that stretched at least from the Balkans
and the lands bordering the eastern Mediterranean in the west to the Eurasian
steppes in the north to the Central Asian and Indus Valley Bronze Age urban
centers in the east. Throughout these interconnected “worlds” developments
in one area were associated with developments and declines in other areas.
Similarly as we discussed previously, the archaeological culture is a problematic concept with a checkered history of overuse. The ﬁt between the
archaeological culture and a speciﬁc group of people who viewed themselves
as culturally distinct can never be assumed and rarely can be unequivocally
demonstrated. The bewildering litany of archaeologically deﬁned kurgan cultures on the Eurasian steppes is not just the product of a distinctive tradition
of archaeological research, but more profoundly reﬂects the reality of mobile
herding groups constantly meeting and mixing with their neighbors, each
becoming the other or transforming themselves into something new. At the
end of the Late Bronze Age some archaeological sites on the steppes reveal
evidence for an extensive form of swidden or shifting ﬁelds cultivation; others
lack such evidence. Are the former necessarily the remains of a different people
from the Timber Grave herders farther north and east? Or were closely related
groups or even the same people pursuing different subsistence activities in different contiguous areas? Finally, the attempt to identify such archaeological
cultures as ancestral to much later, historically mentioned ethnic or linguistic
groups is always a hazardous and, occasionally, dangerous enterprise, as perhaps
is best illustrated in the endless search for the mythical Aryan “homeland.”
The cultures that ethnographers study are not little homunculi born perfectly formed with all their distinctive features in place. As emphasized before,
they are never made, but always in the making. The Maikop culture presumably originated in the northwestern Caucasus, but it is a product of inﬂuences
both from the Eurasian steppes and from northern Mesopotamia. The KuraAraxes culture is thought to have originated somewhere in Transcaucasia, but
its “homeland” may actually extend into eastern Anatolia or even northwestern
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The Making of Bronze Age Eurasia
Iran. As bearers of this cultural formation moved farther south, they changed
and adopted some of the features of the peoples with whom they came into
contact. Similarly the peoples from the steppes who subsequently moved into
the southern Caucasus with their oxen-driven wagons and buried their dead
in impressively large kurgans also assimilated and modiﬁed material features of
those Kura-Araxes folks who stayed behind. The Andronovo-related herders
who entered southern Central Asia settled down and adopted many material
cultural traits of their new neighbors, becoming almost archaeologically invisible. Sudden shifts in the archaeological record need not necessarily involve the
replacement of one people by another, but simply represent the transformation
of the lifestyle of the same people. Some cultural traditions are extremely longlived; others exhibit sharp discontinuities with the past, suggesting dramatic
and sudden transformation.
Childe utilized two water metaphors to describe social evolution. One was
that of a pool of collectively shared human experiences (1964: 180–181), the
other that of a stream drawing in the waters of its tributaries to become a great
river ﬂowing into a common ocean:
Prehistory and history do indeed show how culture grows more and more
diversiﬁed through the differentiation of societies in response to special
stimuli – geographical, technical, or ideological. What is, however, even
more striking is the growth of intercourse and interchange between societies. If the streams of cultural tradition go on multiplying they nonetheless
tend to converge more and more, and to ﬂow into a single river. A main
stream with ever-growing emphasis dominates the whole drainage system
to canalize the waters of fresh springs. Cultures are tending to merge into
culture. (ibid., 28–29)

Peoples engaged in different activities – herding, cultivating, mining, and trading – made both themselves and Bronze Age Eurasia, but they did so by interacting with one another, pooling together their knowledge and experiences,
exchanging materials, and moving both continuously and periodically from
one area to another. Processes of interconnection that developed in the Bronze
Age have continued to accelerate and expand over time to our qualitatively
distinct era of globalization. Both then and now peoples constantly engage
in exchanging material objects, ideas, and inventions and learning from each
other. Although differing in scale, structure, speed of communication, and
technological level of development, the cultures of the Bronze Age and our
own globalized era inevitably share this critical feature of interdependency.
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APPENDIX

Towards an Integration of the “Absolute” Chronologies of the Eurasian
Steppes, the Caucasus, and Western Central Asia during the Bronze Age
(based principally on Trifonov 2001)
Explanatory Key for Trifonov’s Chronological Charts:
Number on
chart

Culture/Site

Period

Region quantity

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.

Arslantepe
Arslantepe
Arslantepe
Arslantepe
Arslantepe
Arslantepe
Arslantepe
Ginchi
Godin
Dalma
Dzhangar
Dinkha
Dnepr-Donetskaya
Dolmen
Dolmen
Karmir-Berd
Catacomb
Catacomb
Catacomb

VII
VIA
VIB1
VIB2
VIC
VID2
VID3

20.

Catacomb

E Anatolia
E Anatolia
E Anatolia
E Anatolia
E Anatolia
E Anatolia
E Anatolia
NE Caucasus
NW Iran
NW Iran
Kalymykia
NW Iran
Dnepr/N Donets
NW Caucasus
NW Caucasus
S Caucasus
pri-Kuban
Prut-Dnepr
Lower Don/N
Donets
Kalymykia

3–4

Final?
Early

of C14
dates
6
31
4
8
7
11
5
6
1
1
2
2
10
25
1
3
34
25
49
(continued )
261

P1: FCW
052184780Xapx

CUFX073/Kohl

Printer: cupusbw

0 521 84811 3

September 6, 2006

17:28

262

Appendix
(continued )
Number on
chart
21.

Culture/Site

28.
29.
30.

Catacomb
Baturinskaya
Catacomb
Predkavkazkaya
KayakentKhorochevskaya
Multi-Cordoned
Timber Grave
Kura-Araxes
Kura-Araxes
Koruktepe/
Norsuntepe
Leilatepe Culture
Maikop
Darkveti-Meshoko

31.
32.
33.
34.

Nal’chik
Novotitorovksaya
Pisdeli
Pokrovsk-Potopova

35.

Pokrovsk-PotopovaSintashta L Don/L
Volga/trans-Urals
Poltavkinskaya
Predkatakombnaya
Protokolkhskaya
Protokolkhskaya
Sabatinova
North Caucasian
North Caucasian
Sredni Stog
Sredni Stog
Timber Grave
Timber Grave

22.
23.
24
25.
26.
27.

36.
37.
38
39.
40.
41.
42.
43.
44.
45.
46.
47.
48.
49.
50.
51.
52.

Timber Grave
Suskanskaya
Trialeti (Martkopi/
Tsnori)
Trialeti (Martkopi/
Bedeni/Trialeti)
Tripol’ye A
Tripol’ye B

Period

Early

Region quantity

of C14
dates

pri-Kuban

3

Stavropol’

4

NE Caucasus

2

pri-Kuban

5

NE Caucasus
S Caucasus
Chalcolithic E
Anatolia
S Caucasus
N Caucasus
W Caucasus
trans-Kuban
Central Caucasus
pri-Kuban
NW Iran
Lower Don/Lower
Volga

17
31
8

14
2
1
4
8
11
27

Final?

Early

Lower Volga
pri-Kuban
W Caucasus
W Caucasus
Prut-Dnepr
Stavropol’/Kalmykia
Kalmykia
Dnepr-Don
Dnepr-Don
Lower Volga
N Don/N
Donets/Lower Volga
Kalmykia
Lower Volga
S Caucasus

2
2
15

S Caucasus

14

Prut-Dnepr
Prut-Dnepr

22
24

4
14
12

18
3
1
4
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263

Number
on chart

Culture/Site

53.
54.

Tripol’ye C I
Tripol’ye C II

55.
56.
57.
58.
59.
60.
61.
62.
63.
64.
65.
66.
67.

Usatova
Haftavan
Khvalynsk
Shulaveri-Shomu
Chalcolithic burials
Chalcolithic burials
Pit Grave
Pit Grave
Pit Grave
Pit Grave
Pit Grave
Pit Grave
Arslantepe, Hassek
Hüyük, Habuba
Kabira, Jebel Aruda,
Tepechik, Judeidah,
Gedekli
Ur (Royal Cemetery),
Abu Salabikh
Selenkakh,
Uruk-Warka, Nippur,
Rimah
Early Bronze
(Arslantepe VIB-C,
Norsuntepe 26-19,
Koruktepe S-E,
Pulur, Tepechik,
Hassek Hüyük,
Korudzhu, Geoy K3,
Yanik)
Early Bronze Anatolia

68.
69.

70.

71.

Period

VI B (late)

Late

Late
Chalcolithic
Late Uruk

Region quantity
Prut-Dnepr
(Soﬁevskaya,
Gorodskaya, etc.)
Prut-Dnepr
Prut-Dnepr
NW Iran
Lower Volga
S Caucasus
pri-Kuban
Kalmykia
pri-Kuban
Lower Volga
Prut-Dnepr
N Don/N Donets
N Don
Kalmykia
E Anatolia/N
Mesopotamia

Early Dynastic S Mesopotamia
III
Akkadian/Ur Mesopotamia
III

of C14
dates
11
12

12
1
9
17
5
5
8
165
20
12
60

6
5

Kura-Araxes
period I–II

E Anatolia/NW Iran

83

periods I–III

E Anatolia/NW Iran

67

PERIODIZATION (SUMMARY ADAPTED AND MODIFIED FROM
TRIFONOV 2001: 78–81, “ABSOLUTE” DATES BASED ON THE
CALIBRATED C14 DETERMINATIONS):

Period 1: 5500–4700 BC – This Early Chalcolithic period includes ShulaveriShomu culture sites in Transcaucasia, the Nal’chik cemetery, and the
beginnings of the Darkveti-Meshoko culture sites in the northern Caucasus.
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Cal.
BC

1400
1500
1600
1700
1800
1900
2000
2100
2200
2300
2400
2500
2600
2700
2800
2900
3000
3100
3200
3300
3400
3500
3600
3700
3800
3900
4000
4100
4200
4300
4400
4500
4600
4700
4800
4900
5000
5100
5200
5300
5400
5500

Appendix

PRUT - DNIEPER

MIDDLE DON

NORTHERN
DONETS

LOWER DON

LOWER VOLGA

KALMYKIA

40
48
46

45
47
34
20

18
64
42

63
19

54

36
65

66

55

62

60

53

43
44

52

51

57
11
13

13

Figure Trifonov – left. – Chronology of the Chalcolithic and Bronze Age Steppes
and Adjacent Regions, 5500–1500 BC (as based on calibrated C14 determinations),
Chart 1 (courtesy of V. Trifonov, adapted from Trifonov 2001: 75, table 1).

Tripol’ye A and Dnepr-Donets culture sites are distributed on the steppes and
forest-steppes from west to east to the Lower Don, and the Khvalynsk culture in
the Lower Volga and the Dzhangar culture in Kalmykia appear at the beginning
of the ﬁfth millennium.
Period 2: 4700–3700 BC – This period corresponds to the end of the ShulaveriShomu culture in Transcaucasia, and the subsequent appearance of sites like
Leila-depe (showing Late Ubaid inﬂuence) in Azerbaijan and Ginchi in mountainous Daghestan. Darkveti, Zamok, Svobodnoe, and Meshoko sites in the
northwestern Caucasus continue to evolve locally under the inﬂuence of the
East Anatolian cultural tradition. The Khvalynsk, possibly late Dnieper-Donets,
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NORTHERN CAUCASUS

πaTa
πO
P.X.

1400
1500
1600
1700
1800
1900
2000
2100
2200
2300
2400
2500
2600
2700
2800
2900
3000
3100
3200
3300
3400
3500
3600
3700
3800
3900
4000
4100
4200
4300
4400
4500
4600
4700
4800
4900
5000
5100
5200
5300
5400
5500
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KUBAN

Trans-KUBAN

STAVROPOL

C. CAUCASUS

NW CAUCASUS

NE
CAUCASUS

SOUTHERN
CAUCASUS

EASTERN
ANATOLIA

NW
IRAN

?23

15
39

?
50
24
24

23
38
23
7

49

22

25
8

21

6
5

37

17
25

41

4

14
3

32

61

29
26

59

2

9
30

1

28

30 _

33
27
58
30 _
58

31

10

Figure Trifonov – right. – Chronology of the Chalcolithic and Bronze Age Steppes
and Adjacent Regions, 5500–1500 BC (as based on calibrated C14 determinations),
Chart 1 (courtesy of V. Trifonov, adapted from Trifonov 2001: 76, table 2).

Sredni Stog, and Tripol’ye B I /B II cultures are found on the steppes and
forest-steppes to the north.
Period 3: 3700–3500 BC – This period marks the beginnings of the Maikop
culture (Ust’-Dzhegutin stage) in the northern Caucasus and sites, like the
lowermost level of Berikldeebi, of the Final Chalcolithic (or Sioni culture,
according to Kiguradze and Sagona 2003) in the southern Caucasus and in
eastern Anatolia. It would correspond also to the earliest occupation of the
West Caspian littoral plain by Velikent culture sites. This period corresponds
to a time of cultural collapse or hiatus in the Balkans and on the steppes,
according to Chernykh, whereas Trifonov (2001: 19) considers the settlement
pattern “still not clear” in certain regions, such as the Lower Volga. He also
sees Sredni Stog sites as continuing and Repin culture sites on the Middle Don
beginning during this period. Farther west, Tripol’ye B II ends and C I begins.
Period 4: 3500–3200 BC – This period marks the development and expansion
of the Maikop culture with Maikop-related remains found farther north and
east on the Lower Don and in Kalymykia. Late Uruk inﬂuence (presence?)

Cal.
BC

1400
1500
1600
1700
1800
1900
2000
2100
2200
2300
2400
2500
2600
2700
2800
2900
3000
3100
3200
3300
3400
3500
3600
3700
3800
3900
4000
4100
4200
4300
4400
4500
4600
4700
4800
4900
5000
5100
5200
5300
5400
5500
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in eastern Anatolia also peaks at this time, as recorded at Arslantepe, and the
Kura-Araxes culture sites begin to appear throughout Transcaucasia, except for
western Georgia. Velikent culture sites continue to develop along the western
coast of the Caspian Sea. This time represents the end of the Sredni Stog and
late Konstantinovka cultures in the Northern Donets and Lower Don regions,
and Repin sites are found along the Middle Don and Lower Volga areas farther
east. Tripol’ye C I period sites continue much farther west in the Prut-Dnieper
interﬂuve.
Period 5: 3200–3000 BC – The “Uruk Empire” collapses in northern
Mesopotamia and eastern Anatolia, and the Kura-Araxes culture begins to
expand or move farther south into northwestern Iran and eastern Anatolia.
The Dolmen and proto-Colchidean (Ochamchira) cultures begin to develop
in the western Caucasus, and the Maikop (Bamut stage) begins to contract on
account presumably of the spread of the early Pit Grave cultures, which appear
practically throughout the entire steppe zone stretching from the southern
Urals to the Dnepr.
Period 6: 3000–2700 BC – Kura-Araxes culture sites ﬂourish and reach their
ﬁnal phases of development in Transcaucasia, and the Dolmen and protoColchidean cultures continue to occupy the western Caucasus. Late Pit Grave
sites develop into North Caucasian culture sites throughout the northern Caucasus stretching into southern Kalmykia. Presumably this is also the time of
the development of the Novotitorvoskaya culture in the Lower Kuban region.
Early Catacomb culture remains supplant Pit Grave sites on the Lower Don,
northern Donets, and possibly Middle Don. Early Poltavka sites may begin to
appear farther east in the Lower Volga region during this time.
Period 7: 2700–2500 BC – This period coincides with the appearance of
the early monumental kurgans of the Martkopi-Tsnori type in the southern
Caucasus, or, more generally, Kura-Araxes culture settlements begin to be
replaced by early Trialeti culture sites. The western Caucasus does not change,
while the North Caucasian culture extends only to the Central Caucasus since
Early Catacomb remains are now distributed throughout the Stavropol’ region
into northern Kalmykia. These latter groups occupy a broad zone from the
Lower Don-Volga interﬂuve to the Dnieper. Late Pit Grave cultures continue
to exist farther west, while the Poltavka culture continues to develop in the
Lower Volga region.
Period 8: 2500–2200 BC – The southern Caucasus Trialeti-related Middle
Bronze cultures are closely linked with the Lake Van and Lake Urmia regions
in eastern Anatolia and northwestern Iran, which, in turn, synchronize with
the end of the Early Dynastic and Akkadian periods in Mesopotamia. The
Dolmen and proto-Colchidean cultures continue in the western Caucasus, as
does the North Caucasian culture. Most of the steppe zone north and west of
the Caucasus, extending east to the Volga area, is occupied by different regional
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Catacomb cultures (e.g., Baturin, Manysh, Bakhmut, Ingul’, etc.). The MultiCordoned Ware culture possibly appears towards the end of this period in the
northern Donets and Middle and Lower Don areas.
Period 9: 2200–2000 BC – This period sees the ﬁnal development of the Trialeti
Middle Bronze cultures of the southern Caucasus and related groups in Iran
farther south (Haftavan VI B, Dinkha, Godin, etc.). The Kayakent-Khorochoi
culture replaces the Middle Bronze Ginchi culture of the northeastern Caucasus. The Dolmen culture (Guam cave) and proto-Colchidean (Pichori) cultures
continue to exist in the western Caucasus, while the Multi-Cordoned Ware
cultural community spreads from the pri-Kuban region to the Dnieper. Catacomb cultures continue to exist only in Kalmykia, possibly extending to the
trans-Kuban region.
Period 10: 2000–1800 BC – Cultural developments in the southern Caucasus in
post-Trialeti times are sharply debated and unclear. Possibly the earliest materials from the Samtauro cemetery in central Georgia will prove fundamental for
understanding regional developments during this period. The Multi-Cordoned
Ware cultural community continues to exist from the pri-Kuban steppe to the
Dnieper, extending even farther to the northwest. The Pokrovska and the
Potapovka cultures are found farther east from the Lower Volga to the northern Donets regions. Sintashta culture sites are distributed farther east in the
trans-Urals region and are synchronous with the A2 period of the Central
European Bronze Age.
Period 11: 1800–1500 BC – The earliest remains from the Arich, Lchashen,
and Samtauro cemeteries of the southern Caucasus date to this period and
immediately precede the link established by Hurrite-Mittanian seals from Artik.
Cultural developments in the northern Caucasus are unclear, though Timber
Grave related cultures are distributed from the pri-Kuban steppe east to the
Stavropol’ area. Sites of the proto-Koban and proto-Meotskaya cultures are
found in the foothills of the central and western Caucasus. Regional variants
of the Timber Grave culture occupy most of the steppe between the Lower
Volga and the Dnieper, though Sabatinovka culture sites may have begun to
develop at this time farther west in the North Pontic area stretching from the
Lower Danube to the Lower Dnepr (Gershkovich 2003: 308–309).
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Epoche. Slovenská Archeológia 46 (1): 25–
93.
Ligabue, G. and S. Salvatori. 1990. Bactria: An
Ancient Oasis Civilization from the Sands of
Afghanistan. Venezia: Erizzo Editrice.
Linduff, K.M. 2002. At the Eastern Edge:
Metallurgy and Adaptation in Gansu (PRC)
in the 2nd Millennium BC. In K. Jones-Bley
and D.G. Zdanovich (eds.), Complex Societies
of Central Eurasia from the 3rd to the 1st Millennium BC: Regional Speciﬁcs in Light of Global
Models, vol. II, pp. 595–611.

October 18, 2006

6:16

References
Linduff, K.M. 2005. Kak daleko na vostok
rasprostranyalas’ evrasziiskaya metallurgicheskaya traditsiya? Rossiskaya Arkheologiya 4:
25–35.
Lisitsina, G.N. 1978. Stanovlenie i razvitie oroshaemogo zemledeliya v yuzhnoi Turkmenii. Moscow: Nauka.
Lisitsina, G.N. 1981. Stanovlenie sel’skokhozyaistvennogo proizvodstva varidnykh raionakh
SSSR. In B.A. Kolchin and E. Saiko (eds.),
Stanovlenie proizvodstva v epokhu eneolita i
bronzy, pp. 49–71.
Litscheli, W. 2001: Archäologie in Georgien. In
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López Sáez, J.A., P. López Garcı́a, and Ma .I.
Martinez-Navarrete. 2002. Palinologicheskie
issledovaniya na kholme Gornogo. In E.N.
Chernykh (ed.), Kargaly Tom II, pp. 153–
165.
Lordkipanidse, O. 1991. Archäologie in Georgien;
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siedlungsarchäologischen Forschungen im Umfeld
der Zinnlagerstätten. Archäologie in Iran und
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Slotta, and Ü. Yalcin (eds.), Georgien: Schätze
aus dem Land des Goldenen Vlies, pp. 120–129.
Ucko, P.J. (ed.). 1995. Theory in Archaeology: A
World Perspective. London: Routledge.
Videjko, M.Y. 1996. Grosssiedlungen der
Tripol’e Kultur in der Ukraine. EurAnt 1:
45–80.
Vinogradov, A.V. 1979. Issledovaniya pamyatnikov kamennogo veka v severnom
Afganistane. Drevnyaya Baktriya 2: 7–62.

October 18, 2006

6:16

References
Vinogradova, N.M. 1994. The farming settlement of Kangurttut (South Tadjikistan) in the
Late Bronze Age. AMI 27: 29–47.
Vinogradova, N.M. 2004. Yugo-Zapadnyi
Tadzhikistan v epokhu pozdnei bronzy. Moscow:
Institut Vostokovedeniya RAN.
Voigt, M.M. and R.H. Dyson, Jr. 1992. The
Chronology of Iran, ca. 8000–2000 B.C. In
R.W. Ehrich (ed.), Chronologies in Old World
Archaeology, vol. I (Chicago, 2nd ed.), pp.
122–178.
Waldbaum, J.C. 1978. From Bronze to Iron: The
Transition from the Bronze Age to the Iron Age in
the Eastern Mediterranean. Studies in Mediterranean Archaeology, vol. 54. Göteborg: Paul
Aströms.
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