Cheiron: The International Journal of
Equine and Equestrian History

Vol. 6, Issue 1/2026

© The Authors 2026

Available online at
http://trivent-publishing.eu/

The Image of the Horse from
Its Origin to Its Transformation in the
Bronze Age of Eastern Europe / Western Asia

P. F. Kuznetsov

Abstract

The article presents a comparative analysis of the image of the horse in art from the Palaeolithic to
the beginning of the Late Bronze Age in the cultures of Eastern Europe and Western Asia. Initially,
horses were depicted as ideal game animals. In the fifth millenninm BC, this tradition changed. At
the turn of the third-second millennia BC, the domestic horse became the main sacrificial animal.
Three successive traditions of horse depiction are distinguished: the first is game animals; the second
is wild horses; the third is ideal swift horses. We can observe the transformation of the image of the
horse from the Palacolithic ideal game animal to the central sacrificial object of the Late Bronge Age.
At the same time, in ornamental casting the horse is represented as the compositional dominant
element.

Keywords
Eastern Europe; Western Asiay horse image; parietal arty sculptural forms; types of sacrificial sites;
artistic casting.

DOI: 10.22618 /TP.Cheiron.20266.1.223002

CHEIRON is published by Trivent Publishing

4
TRIVENT

This is an Open Access article distributed in accordance with the Creative Commons Attribution Non Commercial (CC-
BY-NC-ND 4.0) license, which permits others to copy or share the article, provided original work is properly cited and
that this is not done for commercial purposes. Users may not remix, transform, or build npon the material and may not
distribute the modified material (btip:/ [ creativecommons.org/ licenses/ by-nc/4.0/)



The Image of the Horse from
Its Origin to Its Transformation in the
Bronze Age of Eastern Europe / Western Asia

P. F. Kuznetsov!

Abstract

The article presents a comparative analysis of the image of the horse in art from the Palaeolithic to
the beginning of the Late Bronze Age in the cultures of Eastern Europe and Western Asia. Initially,
horses were depicted as ideal game animals. In the fifth millenninm BC, this tradition changed. At
the turn of the third-second millennia BC, the domestic horse became the main sacrificial animal.
Three successive traditions of horse depiction are distinguished: the first is game animals; the second
is wild horses; the third is ideal swift horses. We can observe the transformation of the image of the
horse from the Palaeolithic ideal game animal to the central sacrificial object of the Late Bronge Age.
At the same time, in ornamental casting the horse is represented as the compositional dominant
element.

Keywords
Eastern Europe; Western Asiay horse image; parietal arty sculptural forms; types of sacrificial sites;
artistic casting.

The creation of a unique, non-natural, anthropogenic environment is an inherent
human characteristic. Homo sapiens is unique in creating habitats which do not exist
in nature. From biological adaptation, humans transitioned to a creative stage,
focused on the production of images and symbols with-social significance.

I. Upper Palaeolithic — Neolithic (35,000 — 7,000 years ago)

Parietal painting serves as an absolute marker of the Upper Palaeolithic period. The
symbols of these images served as meanings, connecting people in shared experiences
and activities. A. D. Stolyar, noting the difference between Neanderthals and Homo
sapiens, called the latter “man the artist.”

I Department of History, Samara State University of Social Sciences and Education, Russia,
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2 A. D. Stolyar [A. A. Croasp], Ilpoucxoncoenue usobpasumensiozo uckyceméa [The Origin of Fine Art]
(Moscow: Art, 1985), 124.
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Decorating caves with animal images objectively created a comfortable human
habitat surrounded by symbols. Moreover, European cave paintings are
overwhelmingly dominated by images of large animals. Among them, the horse ranks
first in the number of images (27.6%), followed by bison (20.6%), ibex (9.9%),
mammoth (8.6%) and fallow deer (6.7%).> Horses are depicted in a variety of ways:
standing and moving. In the Chauvet Cave (France), there are even repeated images
of a single horse to convey its movement. Particularly notable are images of horses
with relatively short legs and a sagging belly, for example, in the Altamira Cave
(Spain). According to Abbé Breuil, the depiction of large animals was a crucial
component of hunting magic ritual.* The fact that horse images are the most
numerous suggests that they were one of the most important game animals during
the Upper Palaceolithic.

Fig. 1. Kapova Cave (Shulgan-Tash). Characteristics of depictions of horses in the
Palaeolithic of Eastern Europe and Western Asia. 1-4. Photos by P. Kusnetsov,
A. Kovalov and G. Roslyakova [I1. Kysuenosa, A. KonoBaaosa, I'. Pocasikosa], 5, 6.
After Bader [baaep] 1965, 35, 38, tab. 1I: V1.

3 G. Sauvet and A. Wlodarczyk, "L’att pariétal, miroir des sociétés paléolithiques, Zephyrus: Revista de
prebistoria y arqueologia 53—54 (2000-2001): 217-240; 221.

4 E. Cartailhas and H. Breuil, "Les peintures préhistoriques de la grotte d’Altamira a Santillane," Comptes
rendus des séances de I’ Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-lettres 46 (1903): 256265, 264; H. Breuil [A. Bpeiias],
"3armaa — poanHa BeAnkoro HackaabHoro uckyccrsa” [The West Is the Birthplace of Great Rock Art],
in I'lepsoboimmoe uckycemso [Prehistoric Art], (Novosibirsk: Siberian Branch of the USSR Academy of
Sciences, 1971), 40-52, at 41.
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In the eastern part of the cave art distribution area, in the Russian Urals, there are
two caves with animal images: Kapova (Shulgan-Tash) in southern Bashkiria® and
Ignatyevskaya in the northwest of the Chelyabinsk region.¢ A distinctive feature of
the animal images, including horses, is that they are all depicted standing or calmly
walking (Fig. 1). Based on Abbé Breuil’s theory, it can be assumed that horses are
depicted as ideal game animals. They are calm, have pendulous bellies, and short and
relatively thin legs.

Fig. 2. Bone horse figurines: 1. Sungir; 2. Vogelherd. 1 After Bader [Baaep]
1978, 171, fig., 2; 2 After Kanne 2022, 17, fig. 2, 1.

It is likely that Upper Palaeolithic hunters in Eastern Europe practised ambush
hunting, where the animal is unaware of being watched. The same features are found
in the bone figurines of horses from the burial at Sunghir (Russia), as well as from
the Vogelherd cave (Germany) (Fig. 2). Both horse figurines have relatively short legs
and sagging bellies. Thus, they replicate the realistic parietal images of horses, shown
standing calmly. The Sunghir horse is depicted more schematically, although it has

5 O. N. Bader [O. H. baaep|, Kanosas nemepa. Ilareorumuyeckan susonucs [Kapovaya Cave. Paleolithic
painting] (Moscow: Nauka, 1965); see also Cheiron 4(1) 2024 News section: 9-12.

¢ D. K. Dubrovsky, V. Yu. Grachev |A. K. Ayoposckuit, B. YO. I'paues|, Yparsckue nucanuys: 6 muposom
wackanvrom uckycemse [Ural Rock Art in World Rock Art] (Yekaterinburg: Grachev and Partners, 2010),
169-174.
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all the same distinctive features;’ the high, erect mane, characteristic of modern
Przewalski's horses, is particularly clearly visible. The Vogelherd horse has the most
realistically rendered head. Both figurines are ornamented. The horse from Sunghir
is decorated on the head and body with a continuous double row of rounded
impressions, with single rows of similar impressions located on the legs. The
Vogelherd figurine is decorated with a continuous row of diagonal crosses, which
extend from the horse’s head to its tail.8 Interestingly, a jaguar figurine found in the
same cave and also made of mammoth ivory was decorated in exactly the same way.
Another figurine is known from the Espluga Cave (Spain).” The horse is depicted
standing still, with a short, upright mane. It is distinguished by the slenderness of its
legs. Notches are applied to the body, symbolising a hairy coat. Parallel and relatively
long notches are applied to the fragment of a foreleg and to the chest. In the context
of further study, it is noteworthy that the eyes and the front of the horse’s muzzle
are framed by short, parallel notches.

With the end of the Upper Palaeolithic, horse images disappear. No reliable horse
images or figurines are known from the Mesolithic and most of the Neolithic periods.
In this regard, it is significant that the Neolithic records a change in the qualitative
composition of game animals. Thanks to fieldwork over the past fifteen years in the
Lower Volga and Caspian regions, the dynamics of changes in the composition of
game and domestic animals during the seventh—fifth millennia BC have been
established for the first time at Eastern European sites.!0 Initially, hunting focussed
on the kulan, then the share of saiga began to increase quite sharply. However, only
at the end of Late Neolithic stage C, according to data from the Varfolomeevskaya
camp site (Orlov culture),!” did the proportions of saiga, kulan, and horse almost
equalise. With the onset of the next era, the Eneolithic, the share of horses in game
gradually began to decline. During the second stage of the Eneolithic, horse bones
were found at only one of the three sites studied. Moreover, the three earliest bone
figurines of horses appear at the Varfolomeevskaya camp (Late Neolithic), where the
highest concentration of hunted horses was found (Fig. 3).12

70O. N. Bader [O. H. Baaep|, Cyreups. Bepxnenareorumuueckas cmoanxa [Sungir. Upper Paleolithic Site]
(Moscow: Nauka, 1978), 171, fig. 114, 2.

8 K. S. Kanne, “Envisioning Early Equestrianism: Clues from Archaeology and Ancient DNA,” in
Historical Practices in Horsemanship and Equestrian Sports, ed. Anastasija Ropa and Timothy G. Dawson
(Budapest: Trivent Publishing, 2022), 13-72 at 17, fig. 2, 1.

9 Ibid, 17, fig. 2, 2.

10°A. A. Vybornov, H. C. Doga, P. A. Kosintsev, N. V. Roslyakova, P. F. Kuznetsov, “Variation in
Game and Domestic Animal Ratios in the 7th—5th millennia BCE in the Lower Volga Region,” bioRxiv
2025. https://doi.org/10.1101/2025.03.02.640075.2025, available at: www.biorxiv.org/
content/10.1101/2025.03.02.640075v1.full.pdf+html (accessed Februaty 20, 2026).

11 Vybornov et al., “Variation in Game and Domestic Animal Ratios in the 7th—5th millennia BCE in
the Lower Volga Region,” 2, 3.

12 Vybotnov et al., “Variation in Game and Domestic Animal Ratios in the 7th—5th millennia BCE in
the Lower Volga Region,” 13.
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Fig. 3. The ratio of proportions of bone remains of game and domestic animals at sites in
the Lower Volga basin: 1. Baibek, 2. Kair-Shak III, 3. Jangar, 4. Priozernaya, 5. Tenteksor,
6. Oroshaemoe, lower layer, 7. Algay, 8. Varfolomeevskaya, 9. Oroshaemoe, middle layer,
10. Kurpezhe-Molla, 11. Kara-Khuduk I, 12. Kair-Shak VI, 13. Kombak-Te) (« horse,
4 Asiatic wild ass, 6 sheep and goats, 2 saiga, 0 aurochs, e cattle, s dog).
[After Vybornov et al 2025, fig. 3, 2, supplemented by the author].

Seven bone figurines of horses, which date back to the period from the Late
Neolithic to Early Eneolithic, are currently known. All were discovered in the Volga-
Ural region: three figurines in the camp site of Varfolomeevskaya; one item in the
Vilovatoe camp; another one in the Lipovy Ovrag cemetery; and two more figurines
in the S’yezzhe cemetery (Fig. 4).13 The figurines share a number of common features:
a large head, a thick neck, a short erect mane, a sagging belly, and short,
disproportionately thick legs without pronounced hooves. The unique design of the
figurines renders the image of an ideal, thickset game animal moving slowly. I have
applied the term “Samara Eneo-realism” to this style of bone figurines. A. I. Yudin
notes that the horse figurines from the Varfolomeevskaya camp are somewhat more
schematic.'

13P. F. Kuznetsov [I1. @. Kysueros |, “O6pa3 AoIIaAu B KOCTAHOI IaacTuke paruero sHeoanta” [The image
of a horse in bone sculpture of the eatly Eneolithic|, in Hexycemso u nogpebansisiii o6pso nosonezo kamerrozo sexa [Art
and Burial Rites of the Late Stone Age] (Samara; St. Petersburg: IIMC RAS, 2023), 97-100 at 100.

4 A, I Yudin [A.W. YOausn|. Bapgosomeesckan cmosmnka u  neonum cmentozo  1lososmes [The
Varfolomeevskaya Site and the Neolithic of the Volga Steppe] (Saratov: Publishing house of Saratov
University, 2002), 104.
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Fig. 4. Bone horse figurines: 1, 2. S'yezzhe cemetety; 3. Vilovatoe camp site; 4. Lipovy Ovrag
cemetery; 5-7. Varfolomeevskaya camp site; 8. Details of the figurine design. 1-4 After Vasiliev
[Bacuasbes] 1981, 92, Tab. 7, fig. 1; 2; 13; 12; 5-7 Yudin [FOaun]| 2002, 97, fig. 67, 3-5; 8
Pastukhova [ITacryxosa], 2017: 59, fig. 1.

As a result, it can be concluded that the first tradition of depicting horses as
calm, slow-moving game animals developed in Eastern Europe during the Stone Age.
This tradition persisted for quite a long time, until the beginning of the Late
Eneolithic.

I1. Late Eneolithic (6,000 — 5,000 years ago)

The Late Eneolithic grave goods lack bone horse figurines. Instead, the deceased
were given stone finials resembling depictions of an animal’s head. V. A. Dergachev
conducted a detailed cultural and typological study of such objects and demonstrated
that they were “horse-headed” finials of sceptres.!> The most important feature of
these sceptres is the presence of raised protrusions, which several generations of
researchers have interpreted as evidence of a bridle.

15V. A. Dergachev [B. A. Aeprasues|, O ckunempax, o aomadax, o eotime. Dmwdsr 6 sanumy Mupayuonol
wonyenyuu M. I umbymac [About scepters, about horses, about war. Studies in defense of M. Gimbutas’s
migration concept| (St. Petersburg: Nestor-History, 2007), 116-118.
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Fig. 5. Classification of stone sceptres. After Dergachev [Aepraues]| 2007, 95.

Currently, information on 41 stone figurines of “horse-headed” sceptres found in
the Eurasian steppes has been published. Based on their style, they are roughly
divided into two categories: schematic and realistic.' One important detail is
noteworthy: the more realistic the image is, the fewer features it contains that could
be indirectly interpreted as evidence of a bridle (Fig. 5). In this regard, we note that
similar evidence is also found on bone figurines from the Late Palaeolithic. In other
words, the raised protrusions can be interpreted not as a bridle, but as emphasising
the structural details of the animal’s head with faceted surfaces in its schematic
representation. This is demonstrated by the Palaeolithic horse figurine from the
Espluga Cave and the miniature stone horse figurine from the Chelyabinsk region.!”
According to P. A. Kosintsev, this figurine corresponds to the image of a tarpan.’®

Thus, the hypothesis that the “horse-headed” sceptre finials represent a wild
horse is further supported. Their presence testifies to a rather radical shift in ideas
about the place and role of the horse in human society. This is the second tradition
of horse imagery. We emphasise here that of the three Khvalynsk culture sites in
the Lower Volga region, only one contains a relatively low proportion of horse bones
among the animal remains discovered. At the same time, a sharp increase in sheep

16 Ibid, 95.

17S. G. Botalov and Yu. V. Vasina [C. T'. Boraaos, 1O. B. Bacumna], “Kamennas ckyAbIrypa Aommasm:
cAy9aiiHas HAXOAKA U3 ypouniia byseikaii” [Stone sculpture of a horse: a chance find from the Buzykai
tract], in Mamepuans: 66-ii nayuroti Kongepenyuu cexyuu coysanvio-cymanumapnsix Hayk [Proceedings of the
66th Scientific Conference of the Section of Social Sciences and Humanities] (Chelyabinsk: South Ural
State University, 2014), 860-865.

18 Personal correspondence. 04.04.2025.
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and goat bones and the appearance (for first time) of bovine remains are observed.
During this period, the proportion of bones of all game animals declined significantly.

I1I. Bronze Age (4,000 — 2,000 years ago]

In the fourth—third millennia BC, images of horses and evidence for their sacrifice
completely disappeared from ritual practices. Among several thousand excavated
kurgans (burial mounds) from the Early and Middle Bronze Age, only one reliable
horse sacrificial site is known from a Catacomb culture burial.’®

After the second half of the third millennium BC, cast horse figurines appeared
in North Caucasian culture. Currently, several examples have been identified.? One
figurine comes from the collection of E. D. Felitsyn [E. A. ®eaursia].2! The context
of its discovery is unknown. Another figurine was found in burial 3, kurgan 2, at the
Kholodnorodnikovsky cemetery.?? A cast horse figurine was discovered near the
deceased person’s right hand, along with another cast figurine resembling a bird with
wings, as interpreted by the excavation director. A third figurine comes from burial
3, Nezhinsky II1/1 kurgan.2* All three figurines have holes through their muzzles.
However, this is not an imitation of a bridle, but rather an indication that the figurines
were attached to other objects. For example, these holes have the same diameter as
the hole on the head of the bird from Kholodnorodnikovsky, as well as on two other
objects from the Nezhinsky kurgan.?> Several horse figurines have elongated body

19T am sincerely grateful to A. Yu. Chechina [A }O Yeunna], who informed me about this complex
from her excavations in 2024. The site is Vertoletnoye Pole, Kurgan 5, Burial 6 (Rostov Region).
According to the identification of the Candidate of Biological Sciences Yu. Ya. Myagkova
[FO.A. Marxosa], the remains contain fragments of skull, jaw, and leg bones. Personal correspondence,
February 10, 2025.

20 See A. A. Kovalev’s article in this issue, “Bronze figurines of domestic horse in Central Ciscaucasian
burials of the second quarter — middle of the 3rd millennium BC” with additional material. Also see
Alexey A. Kovalev [A.A. Kosaaes|, “BponsoBeie (purypkn AOMAIIHEX AOIIAACH B IOrpebeHmAx
Heurpasproro IlpeakaBkaspa Bropoii wersepru — cepeannsl I tericaueserna Ao m.3.” [Bronze
Figurines of Domestic Horse in Central Ciscaucasian Burials of the Second Quarter — Middle of the
3rd Millennium BC.], Apxeoozuueckue secmu [Archaeological News] 48 (2025): 61-71.

21 V. I. Markovin [[B. I.Mapkosun|, Kyzemypa naemern Ceseprozo Kasxasa 6 snoxy Gponser [The Culture of
the Tribes of the North Caucasus in the Bronze Age| (Moscow: Publishing House of the USSR
Academy of Sciences, 1960), 38, figs. 9, 31.

22 A. L. Nechitaylo [A. A. Heunraiino|, Bepxuee IIpuryéanse 6 Gponsosom sexe [Upper Kuban Region in the
Bronze Age| (Kyiv: Naukova Dumka, 1978), 83, 84.

2 T am extremely grateful to A. A. Kovalev [A. A. KoBaaes], who sent me his photograph of a horse
figurine, the quality of which is far superior to the drawing provided by A. L. Nechitailo, Bepxwee
Ipurybanse, figs. 33, 29). I would also like to express my gratitude to A. A. Kleshchenko [A.A.
Kaerrenxko] for his consultations during the discussion of the cultural context of the burial complexes.
24 A. A. Kovalev [A. A. Kosaaes], “Kyprauer Llerrpasstoro ITpeakaBkasest kak omopa XpOHOAOTHE
cpeAHeOpOoH30BOIO Beka espasuiickux crereil” [Kurgans of the Central Ciscaucasia as a support for the
chronology of the Middle Bronze Age of the Eurasian steppes), in Hossze ucciedosarus apxeonozos Poccuu
u CHI': Mamepuane: naenyma MUMK PAH (28-30 anpean 1997 ) [New Research by Archaeologists
from Russia and the CIS: Proceedings of the Plenum of the Institute of Material Culture of the Russian
Academy of Sciences (April 28-30, 1997)] (St. Petersburg: IIMC RAS, 1997), 70-75, at 75.

% See Kovalev, “Kyprauer Henrtpassnaoro Ilpeakaskases,” 75, figs. 11, 1, 3, 4; Nechitailo, Bepxwee
Tlpuybanse, 83, figs. 33, 29, 30.
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proportions and relatively short legs. The position of the legs suggests that the horses
are depicted standing, which is very reminiscent of Early Eneolithic horse figurines
made in the first tradition of depicting horses (as calm animals).

All three figurines have manes. The mane of the horse from the Nezhinsky kurgan
is shown most schematically. The manes of the other two figurines are shown
braided, ending in thickenings. These figurines also have withers markings that
continue to the tail. The tails are relatively short. A similar back decoration (from
mane to tail) is found on a Late Palaeolithic figurine from the Vogelherd Cave. Thus,
it could be suggested that the horse figurines of the North Caucasian culture may
reflect the concept of sacrificed animals, specially prepared for this ceremony.
However, I am currently unaware of any actual horse sacrifices in the funerary rites
of the North Caucasian culture.

At the turn of the third and second millennia BC, the Late Bronze Age began in
the Don—Volga—Ural region. Its beginning is marked by a cluster of chariot cultures:
the Sintashta culture in the east of the region; the Potapovka culture in the Central
Volga region; and the Pokrovskaya culture in the Don—Volga forest-steppe. Horses
occupy a central place among all the sacrificial animals in the funerary rites. At the
end of the third millennium BC, the first definitely domesticated horse associated
with DOM-2 genetic cluster, appears. However, the conclusion that its area of origin
is located in the West Eurasian steppe? seems to me somewhat premature. This is
due to the fact that there is a gap of 500-700 years between the steppe ancestral forms
of domestic horses and the domesticated horses. Not a single palacogenetic example
of horses from this period has been found in the territory north of the Caucasus and
west of the Ural Mountains. At the same time, palacogeneticists admit that the horse
of the DOM-2 cluster appeared after the twenty-seventh century BC, when the entire
horse population suffered the “bottleneck™ of genetic diversity.?” However, when
and in what cultural environment this domestication took place remains an open
question.

According to archaeological data, the Abashevo culture is the “best candidate”
for the role of pioneers in horse domestication. They were the first to feature horses
in herd structures across all cultural layers of excavated settlements in the Urals
region. However, bones of large game animals have not been found.?® Furthermore,
sickles first appeared in the Abashevo culture during the Bronze Age in the Volga—
Ural region, indicating the possibility of a stable forage supply for animals. The period
of the Abashevo culture corresponds to the appearance of the first domesticated
horses. It is worth emphasising that all chariot cultures have a distinct Abashevo
component. Currently, the hypothesis that the Sintashta culture developed in the
Urals region and that its main territory subsequently spread to the southern forest-
steppe zone of the Trans-Urals, is gaining increasing support. This is also evidenced

26 See P. Librado et al., “The origins and spread of domestic horses from the Western Eurasian steppes,”
Nature 598 (2021): 634—657, at 638; Cheiron 2 (1) 2022 News section: 3-6.

27 See P. Librado et al, “Widespread horse-based mobility arose around 2200 BCE in Eurasia,” Nazure
631 (2024): 819847, 819.

28 K. V. Salnikov, [K. B. Caavuuxos|, Ouepxu dpesredr ucmopuu FOuncrozo Ypasa [Essays on the Ancient
History of Southern Ural] (Moscow: Nauka, 1967), 48.
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by the concentration of relatively simple cheekpiece forms in the Ural-Volga
region.?’

The most striking complexes with chariot symbolism are known from the
Sintashta culture. The burial rite reproduces the image of a chariot drawn by a pair
of horses (Fig. 6). This rite also includes cheekpieces and a full set of equipment for
a charioteer warrior: a quiver and melée weapons.’® The warrior on a chariot becomes
the central figure of ritual practice at the beginning of the Late Bronze Age. It is
important to note that, in the Pokrovskaya culture, a pair of horses was placed not in
a pit but laid adjacent to it.3! The Potapovka culture is known to have a combined
placement of horses, similar to that recorded in the Sintashta and Pokrovskaya
cultures. Thus, the entire central burial complex is perceived as a chariot.

Fig. 6. Sacrifices of domesticated horses of the FEatly Bronze Age in the Volga-Ural area:
1. Sintashta cemetery; 2. Novyye Klyuchi III cemetery; 3. Krivoe Ozero cemetery, kurgan 9,
grave 1. 1 After Gening et al [I'ernnr n Ap] 1992, photo 33; 2 Photograph by V. N.
Myshkin, M. A. Turetsky [B. H. Mbrukuaa and M. A. Typerxkorol; 3 After Vinogradov
[Burorpaaos] 2003, 85.

29 A. N. Usachuk et al. [A. H. Vcauyx u ap.], “Ilcaamit a3 morpeberns FOmaxosckoro kyprana” [A Cheek
Piece from the Burial of the Yumakovsky Kurgan|, in XXIII Ypassckoe apxeonoeuueckoe cosenyarme [XXIIT Ural
Archaeological Meeting] (Orenburg: Orenburg State Pedagogical University, 2025), 230233, at 230.

30 See Igor V. Chechuschkov and Andrey V. Epimakhov, “Archaeological Evidence for the Horse-
Drawn Chariot from Inner Asia,” in Chariots in Antiquity: Essays in Honour of Joost Cromwel, ed. Peter
Raulwing, Stefan Burmeister, Gail Brownrigg and Linduff Katheryn M. Linduff (Oxford: BAR
Publishing, 2023), 125-14913, Appendix pp, 13-25.

3LE. A. Cherlenok [E. A. Yepaerox], “ITorpebenns KOACCHHYNX AOITAACH B TIO3AHEM OPOH30BOM BEKE
Ha Tepputopun Bocrounoit Espornsr n Kasaxcrana” [Burials of Chariot Horses in the Late Bronze Age
in Eastern Europe and Kazakhstan|, Stratum plus 2: The Birth of Europe (2000): 346-349, at 347.
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Funeral rites, as rites of passage, have distinct characteristics of a unique journey
as an intermediate state between the worlds of the living and the dead.?? In chariot
cultures, this transition took place on chariots. Therefore, horses were given a central
place — they were among the main components of systematic representations of this
transition. Thus it is quite reasonable to assume that the soul enters the afterlife by
chariot.® The acquisition of chariot riding skills created an entirely new way of life —
professionally warrior-like — for which “dedication to death” was the norm.3* Funeral
rituals acquired a unified set of beliefs about the idea of transition, which developed
with the inclusion of domesticated horses in the mythological worldview at the turn
of the third and second millennia BC.

An unusually vivid image of the horse developed in the Seima-Turbino cultural
environment. The first knife surmounted by a pair of figures of horses standing one
behind the other was discovered in the Seima cemetery in 1916.35 For several decades,
specialists debated their characteristics and their affiliation with various subspecies
of odd-toed ungulates. O. N. Bader presented these controversial positions in
detail ¢ It can now be determined with reasonable certainty that, based on their
appearance, these figurines cannot be attributed to any breed of modern horse. They
are incompatible with both the Przewalski’s horse and the surviving depictions of
tarpans. The first figurine has elements of a bridle as well as a structural element
above the forehead that most closely resembles blinkers. The second figurine lacks
these elements and is more thickset than the first. However, they share a hanging
mane — a key characteristic of domesticated horses (Fig. 7, 1). Following the logic of
the realistic depiction of the cast horse figurines from the Seima cemetery, it is
entirely possible to assume that they depict a pair of horses, a specific method of
harnessing the earliest chariots.

Half a century later, in 1965, the Rostovka cemetery of the Samus-Seima type near
Omsk was discovered and studied.?” A dagger was found there, the hilt of which is

32 A. Van Gennep [A. Ban Tennen|, Opaos: nepexoda. Cucmemamuuecioe ugyuenue ofpados [Rites of Passage.
A Systematic Study of Rites] (Moscow: Eastern Literature, 1999), 138—142.

3 See A. Parpola, The Roots of Hinduism. The Early Aryans and the Indus Civilization New York: Oxford
University Press, 2015), 129; N. B. Vinogradov [H. B. Bunorpaaos]. “Mud o myrerrectBum Ayrmu &
rorpeGaAbHbIe TTAMATHUKA CHHTAIITHHCKOTO M II€TPOBCKOIO THIIA OpPOH30BOro Beka B MOKmOM
3aypaabe” [The Myth of the Journey of the Soul and Burial Monuments of the Sintashta and Petrovka
Types of the Bronze Age in the Southern Trans-Urals|, Becunux apxeonoeuu, anmponosoeuu u smmozpagpuu
[Bulletin of Archeology, Anthropology and Ethnography] Ne 2 (49) (2020): 20-28, at 24.

3 V. M. Mikhailin [B. M. Muxaiirus|, Tpona seepunsix caos: 1lpocmpancmeenno-opuenmuposarvze
Kyavmyprie kodwr 6 undoesponetickoti mpaduyuu [The Path of Animal Words: Spatially Oriented Cultural
Codes in the Indo-European Tradition] (Moscow: New Literary Review, 2005), 114.

35 O. N. Bader [O. H. Baaep], “Bponsossiit Hox u3 Ceiimbl ¢ Aommaapmu Ha Hasepiun” [Bronze knife
from Seima with horses on the finial], KCI1.A4 127 (1971): 98-103, at 98.

36 Bader [baaep], baccedir Oxu 6 snoxy Gponser [The Oka River Basin in the Bronze Age] (Moscow: Nauka,
1970), 115.

37V. 1. Matyushchenko and G. V. Sinitsyna [B. M. Marrorierko, I'. B. Cunursraal, Mozussiux y depesu
Pocmoska ebausu Omexa [Burial Ground near the Village of Rostovka near Omsk] (Tomsk: Publishing
house of Tomsk State University, 1988).
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crowned by a composition of a man and a horse.?® The horse figurine is depicted
standing motionless (Fig. 7, 4). Its head is much bigger in proportion to the body
than that of the Seima figurines. The animal’s nostrils are also depicted as larger. The
erect mane is cast realistically. Based on these three main characteristics, the horse is
wild and most similar in outline to the Przewalski’s horse. The man is depicted tense,
on skis, with bent knees, holding a rope or a long leather strap in his hands. Here, it
is entirely appropriate to interpret this composition as a hunting scene, with an
expressive skier throwing a noose over a standing animal. Confirmation of this
interpretation was unexpectedly obtained during palacogenetic analysis of horse
bones. At the Michurino settlement of the Elunino culture, which, like the Rostovka
cemetery, is located in the Irtysh River basin, the horse had its own Mich cluster.?
This is a distinct genetic cluster of wild horse breeds. The specimen dates to the
twenty-first—twentieth centuries BC. Most likely, this is a wild individual that was
hunted in northern Kazakhstan and corresponds in time to the appearance of
domesticated DOM-2 horses in Eastern Europe.

Fig. 7. Seima-Turbino art casting of Eastern Europe and Western Asia: 1. Seima cemetery;
2, 3a—3e finds in the vicinity of Omsk; 4. dagger from the Rostovka cemetery near Omsk.
After Kovtun [Kosryn M.B.] 2013, 1 photo 34; 2 photo 72; 3a—3e photo 80; 4 photo 48.

3 V. I. Matyushchenko [B. . Marrortenxo|, “Hox n3 moruasauka y Aepesan Pocroska” [Knife from
a Burial Ground near the Village of Rostovka], KSL4 129 (1970): Medieval antiquities of Eastern
Europe, 103—105.

3 Librado et al., “The origins and spread of domestic horses from the Western Eurasian steppes,” Sup.
tab. 1, No. 179.
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At the beginning of the twenty-first century BC, two more bronze objects
surmounted by horse figurines were found near Omsk: a dagger and a socketed
pommel.# The handle of the dagger is surmounted by a pair of horses (Fig. 7, 2).
The authors of the publication note that the animals have fine details: ears, eyes,
arched trimmed manes, pectoral muscles, bushy tails, bridle reins, or two hitching
posts.#!

Thanks to the publication of details of these figurines in photographs by 1. V.
Kovtun,* it is possible to make some significant additions to the interpretation of
the images. The manes of the animals are drawn schematically; both horses are
depicted as graceful, their necks more elongated. Overall, they are much slenderer
than the figurines described above. Of the five modern equine body types, these
figurines can be classified as belonging to the delicate, lean type: these horses are
distinguished by a fine head, a lighter body weight, and comparatively thin and long
legs. Blinkers are clearly visible on the left eye of the left horse (from the back). Thus,
a pair of harness horses, cast in bronze, is placed on the pommel of the dagger handle.

Another pommel from the Omsk region is decorated with a horse’s head. Its
realistic depiction is complemented by a stylised mane.* It should be noted here that
the animal’s neck is depicted elongated, as on the dagger figurines (Fig. 7, 3a—3e).

Thus, a unique chain can be constructed from the realistic depictions of horses at
the Seima and Rostovka cemeteries to the schematic details of individual elements of
the cast figurines, which may indicate a search for a new pictorial tradition — the
depiction of the ideal racing animal. This is already a third tradition of horse
depiction, the essential content of which is the embodiment of the image of the ideal
fast horse. The horse figurine from the Rostovka cemetery, however, reproduces an
image that can be attributed to the first tradition.

It is important to note that similar artistic castings are absent from other
contemporaneous cultures of Northern Eurasia. The sophisticated metallurgy of the
Seima-Turbino phenomenon is based on tin bronzeex, and the region of the initial
impulse encompasses the Upper Irtysh basin, Rudny Altai, and part of Eastern
Semirechye.* Its cultural dissemination bears all the hallmarks of an extra-cultural
phenomenon, directed outward and transcending space.*> The territorial spread of
the Seima-Turbino impulse most closely corresponds to the concept of long-distance

4 V. I. Molodin, A. V. Neskorov [B. M. Moaoaun, A.B. Hecropos|, “Koaaekmmsa cefiMurcKo-
TypOusckux  Opons  u3 [IpuupTHIIESA  (TParcAMA YHHKAABHOIO —ITAMATHHKA —  ITOCACACTBHSA
6yrposmukos XXI seka)” [Collection of Seima-Turbino Bronzes from the Irtysh Region (the Tragedy
of a Unique Monument — the Consequences of the Twenty-First Century Hillock Miners], Apxeo.0zus,
ammozpagpus u anmponosoeus Eepasuu [Archacology, Ethnography and Anthropology of Eurasia] 3 (43)
(2010): 58-71, at 65, 66, 68, 69.

4 Tbid, 65.

2 1. V. Kovtun [W. B. Kosryn|, Ipedsicmaopusn undoapuiickosi mugposoeun [Prehistory of Indo-Aryan
Mythology] (Kemerovo: Asia-Print, 2013), Photos 67—72.

4 Molodin and Neskorov, Koaaekrms ceiimuncko-Typbuscknx 6pons us [Tpuupreiss,” 68.

4 E. N. Chernykh, S. V. Kuzminykh [E. H. Yepnrsix, C. B. Kysemusnix|, Apesran memanmypeusn Ceseproti
Eepasuu  (cetivurncxo-mypbunckusi gperomers) [Ancient Metallurgy of Northern Eurasia (A Seimin-Turbino
Phenomenon)] (Moscow: Nauka, 1989), 251.

4 V. S. Bochkarev [B. C. bouxapes|, Kyzemypozeres u opesree memannonpoussodcneo Bocmounoi Esponst
[Cultural Genesis and Ancient Metal Production in Eastern Europe] (St. Petersburg: Info O], 2010), 61.
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migration. Having covered a distance of 1,500 km in a short period of time, the
“Seima-Turbino people” found themselves in the area of the Abashevo culture and
spurred cultural transformations that led to the introduction of a new era. It should
be noted that long-distance migration always presupposes the attraction of new
territories and the acquisition of special benefits that are absent from the source of
the migratory impulse. One of the reasons for such migration may have been the
desire of the Seima-Turbino tribes to possess the first domesticated horses, as the
Don—-Volga—Ural region was the earliest centre of horse domestication. Artistic
casting, in which the horse is the predominant image, directly points to the likely
motivating force of the Seima-Turbino migration process. The emergence of the
chariot culture cluster as the primary core of the Volga—Ural centre of cultural genesis
can be seen as a response to the Seima-Turbino threat.4

The new, third tradition of horse depiction reflects the desire to depict the ideal
fleet-footed animal, which occupies a central place in Indo-Iranian mythology. In the
Rigveda and Avesta, the sun is called “swift-horsed,” and its rays are compared to
the flowing manes of horses.*’” The principal deity in Vedic mythology, Indra, is
depicted driving a chariot (the sun) drawn by bay horses.*® His weapon is a spear,
which is associated with lightning.# In general, the chariot, drawn by swift horses, is
the only means of transport for the gods of the Indo-Iranian pantheon.

Thus, the ownership of domestic horses, the presence of chariots, and charioteer
warriors radically transformed all mythological representations of the Old World. We
see their direct embodiment in artefacts from the early Late Bronze Age of Eastern
Europe and Western Asia. The spear socket from Dzhetygara is decorated with the
heads of two horses with outstretched necks as a unique symbol of swiftness,* along
with two bird heads (Fig. 8, 1). In the Rigveda, the image of the horse-bird is an
integral part of the mythological representation associated with the chariot and the
sun.’! The cheekpiece from the Nizhnyaya Krasavka II settlement is decorated on
the outside with a three-rayed swastika (Fig. 8, 2). All three rays are executed
schematically, in the form of elegant arched necks terminating in animal heads. Each
head is depicted with a mane, suggesting that these do indeed represent horses. The
project director of the settlement excavations, based on a realistic interpretation of
the story based on the Rigveda, concludes that any type of swastika is a symbol of

46 Tbid, 112 ff.

47 E. E. Kuzmina [ E. E. Kyssymuna), “Korn u koaecaumpr FOxuaOro Ypasa u naaoesporrerickue Muder”
[Horses and Chariots of the Southern Urals and Indo-European Myths|, in I'Ipodaems: usyuerus sneonuma u
Gponsosoco sexa FOmrozo Ypasa [Problems of studying the Eneolithic and Bronze Age of the Southern Ural]
(Orsk: Institute of Eurasian Studies, Institute of Steppe, Ural Branch of the Russian Academy of Sciences,
2000), 3-9, at 3.

48 Rigveda. Mandalas I-11” [Pureaa. Mamaansr I-1V], prepared T. Ya. Elizarenkova; responsible editor
P. A. Grintser (Moscow: Nauka, 1989), 10, 36, 37, 129, 246.

4 Ibid, 250.

50 A. P. Maznichenko [ A. IT. MasumrdeHKo|, “BpoH30BBII HAKOHEYHNK KOIIbA U3 KYCTAHACKOTO My3es”
[Bronze Spearhead from the Kustanai Museum|, in Dueosum u Gponsosersi sex Ypano-Hpminckozo
mencdypeuss [Eneolithic and Bronze Age of the Ural-Irtysh Interfluve] (Chelyabinsk: Bashkir University,
1985), 152-154.

51 Rigveda, 59, 145.
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the solar chariot.? Following the Indo-Iranian theme of the unity of the sun, horse,
and chariot, the ornamentation of the checkpiece from grave 5 of kurgan 6 of the
Utevka VI cemetery, represented by a line of curls under the bar, can be interpreted
as rays of the sun, similar to the fluttering manes of horses (Fig. 8, 3). A unique
embodiment of a mythological theme from the Eurasian Bronze Age is a sculptural
group depicting a horse and a disc covered on one side with gold, from Trundholm53
(eighteenth—seventeenth centuries BC, in the National Museum of Denmark,
Copenhagen) (Fig. 8, 4). This sculpture embodies the idea of the sun moving across
the sky on a chatiot.

Fig. 8. Compositional symbolism of horse images in the Late Bronze Age: 1. spear,
random find near Dzhetygara; 2. cheekpiece, Nizhnyaya Krasavka II settlement; 3.
cheekpiece, Utevka VI cemetery kurgan 6 grave 5; 4. find from Trundholm (Denmark),
the National Museum of Denmark, Copenhagen. 1 After Catalogue 2013, 261, Nr. 65; 2,
3 author’s photos.

IV. Conclusion

In conclusion, I would like to note that analysis of horse-related themes allows us to
identify three consistent traditions of horse depiction that existed in the Stone Age
and the Bronze Age in Eastern Europe and Western Asia. The first emerges in the
parietal paintings of the Late Palacolithic: horses are depicted as sturdy, calm
creatures moving slowly, embodying the idea of an ideal game animal. Horse

52 Lopatin [Aomarun] 2010: 41, 42.
53 Gelling and Davidson, 1969: 8.
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figurines, complemented by a variety of ornamentation, possess similar
characteristics. No reliable horse depictions are known from the Mesolithic and Early
Neolithic. In the Late Neolithic and Early Eneolithic, the first tradition is revived in
the form of bone pendant figurines. During this period, the horse is one of the
principal game animals.

In the Late Eneolithic, a second figurative tradition emerges in the form of
“horse-headed” stone sceptres. Sceptres, as symbols of the active principle, belonged
to the leaders governing the society. This likely embodies the idea of a strong leader,
similar to a stallion — the leader of the entire herd. During this period, the economy
was based on sheep, goats and cattle. Subsistence hunting was minimal. No reliable
depictions or figurines of horses are known from the Early and Middle Bronze Ages.
An exception is the group of cast figurines of the North Caucasian culture, which
form a complex with other metal objects. The figurines are executed in the style of
the first figurative tradition, with the addition of hanging manes and ornamentation.
They are most likely to be animals intended for sacrifice.

The third figurative tradition reflects the idea of the ideal, swift domestic horse.
The arched neck and flowing mane are the most important features of this new
tradition. The domestication of the horse and its efficient use were the quintessence
of technological success, ushering in a new era across Northern Eurasia.
Furthermore, the mythological worldview was significantly transformed, in which the
image of the horse became linked to the sun, and supreme deities began to be
depicted on chariots. The ultimate innovation of the complete domestication of the
horse and its isolation from the natural environment radically transformed the
wotldview of people in the late Bronze Age.
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