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Preface



One of the first carpets to share my life was loaned to me by a friend who was a translator of Arabic literature. Too big for his flat in Cairo’s Garden City, it arrived in my pale, neutral Cambridge sitting room like a deliberately disruptive aesthetic intervention. Serried rows of abstract designs marched down the intense, high-contrast red and dark blue of its length. Its geometry was almost perfect, but not quite, the tantalising waywardness of the human hand destabilising the eye and mind. The motifs insisted on their meaning without ever revealing it, conjuring a hallucinatory state of half-knowing. I couldn’t walk across it without staring down the shaft it offered into the past, the lives of its weavers, all the places it had lain before. It was a coup de foudre, like infatuation. There was no way back.


I was in love at first with exoticism, fantasy and folklore, the world of flying carpets and old magic.1 The ancient story of Sheba’s gift to Solomon of a rug made of green silk and gold which could carry his entire army entranced me – God, in a rage at the king’s pride, shook the carpet, throwing the soldiers to their deaths. I devoured the folk tale of the flying carpet made by the Russian witch Baba Yaga for Ivan the Fool, to help the simple soul on his journey to power. I was thrilled to find more recent magic carpets: Mark Twain’s Captain Stormfield was unfortunately abandoned in the wrong part of heaven after his death but flew to his proper sector of paradise on a flying carpet, actor Sabu as Aladdin flew on a magic rug over a twinkling Hollywood Baghdad. I was impressed by their subversive power, so great that stories have come down through time of the destruction of enchanted carpets by Mongol and Sassanian emperors. The sense of that dangerous and alien power persists – among the panoply of wands, broomsticks, mandrakes, potions and spells available to its students, flying carpets were forbidden at Harry Potter’s Hogwarts.


But as I lived alongside them, the carpets themselves, rather than fantasies of them, took a grip on my imagination. I began to visit Bruce Lepere’s famous rug room at Liberty in London, where he was often still in his shorts after an adventurous buying trip. The advice he gave on collecting rugs was not easy to follow. The best place was Peshawar, he explained, where a buyer should be sure to take plenty of packs of American cigarettes and be prepared to sit all day chain-smoking with sellers in the bazaar. Through dealers like Bruce, I began to understand the arcane hierarchy of carpets, a set of beliefs about the quality and origins of rugs which determines market prices. A natural contrarian, I had my doubts about this hierarchy even before I fully understood it.


My taste in carpets went in phases. I began with a strong preference for geometric designs executed in strongly contrasting colours like those found in Caucasian village carpets, and was less inspired by the naturalistic designs, complex palette and fine materials of Persian carpets. Then I developed a recherché interest in the austere and sometimes inaccessible carpets of Turkmen nomads. But it was always the most storied carpets which compelled my attention. As I write, my two favourites among my own carpets are ones that embody real and imagined memories. The first is from Azerbaijan, home to a great and ancient weaving tradition. It was bought by my son in Baku, over a cup of mint tea with the dealer (he tells me), and for which he asked me to wire the money (immediately) by Western Union. The other was described to me by the great carpet scholar Jon Thompson as a rug made by a Turkmen bride and her mother-in-law as part of the dowry the girl would take to her husband’s tent. The girl would have woven from childhood. Her fingers would be nimble, her taste sophisticated. She was accustomed to the weaving of complex textiles in the dim light of a tent or sitting outside in her tribe’s steppe encampment as children and animals vied for her attention. Nevertheless, I tremble with her at the thought of the weeks spent working on this rug alongside a mother-in-law who, minute by minute, scrutinised her as a weaver, wife and mother.


Women have mostly been the weavers of the world, and carpets are one of their most highly evolved art forms. When I encounter an unfamiliar carpet, my first questions are about what the weaver was thinking when she made it, what else was going on in her life, what was happening in the world around her tent or village or workshop, and how it affected her. These are the questions of a historian rather than a connoisseur, and none of them have much to do with any hierarchy of quality.


As the years passed and the carpets on my floors started to overlap each other, this question of what is a better or a worse carpet started to perplex me. One rug can please me more than another, but then one brand of coffee can please me more than another, and it doesn’t mean it’s the best coffee in the world. Carpets are fabulously diverse but can seem to be part of a secret body of knowledge, policed by specialists and dealers, who define what is good and bad, and more insidiously what it is good or bad to admire. I began to see that carpets were readily susceptible to being interpreted in support of ideologies of taste, which themselves were part of ideologies of power.


The issue would not leave me alone, and in 2010 I took a leap of faith and decided to try to resolve it, at least to my own satisfaction. I went back to school to educate myself in the material culture of Asia, then pursued an academic career investigating the role of carpets in Asian history. The School of Oriental and African Studies in London, the Royal College of Art, the Victoria and Albert (V&A) Museum, the Ashmolean Museum and the University of Oxford have all offered hospitable homes to the person who is sometimes referred to as ‘the carpet woman’.


The story I have been chasing for more than a decade now is not how old or how good is a particular carpet, where does it come from, how valuable is it, or even how was it made and by whom. The question was always about the historical role carpets have played, and why they lend themselves to that. This book arises from that long process of questioning the way we talk and think about carpets and looks at them as agents in historical events, and particularly at their strong relationship with power.


The world beneath our feet tends to be less observed than the world at eye level. Once we begin to look, we can see carpets in every environment which celebrates power. In a moment from the TV series The Crown, the observant and astute screenwriter has Gillian Anderson as Margaret Thatcher point to the floor of a state room in Downing Street and say to the foreign dignitary accompanying her, ‘Lovely, isn’t it?’ The carpet does indeed lie in Downing Street. It is a high-quality replica of the legendary Ardabil made for the great Iranian Shah Tahmasp in the sixteenth century, bought for the V&A, then known as the South Kensington Museum, at the height of the British Empire in 1893. Off she walks across it in her high-heeled pumps, swinging her handbag, to rule an empire of her imagination.


I was primed for an interest in textiles by my childhood in industrial Lancashire. Most of the women in my family were makers, particularly seamstresses and knitters. But my particular North was also that of the cotton mills, and in my family’s past were men and women who worked in spinning and weaving factories, swept along by industrialisation. Those earlier generations had participated in the sometimes-desperate story of nineteenth-century textiles, recorded in anguished detail in Engels’ 1845 The Condition of the Working Class in England and Mrs Gaskell’s 1855 novel about the Manchester textile industry, North and South. The textile industry has a long history of exploiting the vulnerable, and carpets are no exception. Carpet-weavers are often illiterate, poor, young, female. Carpets celebrate power but also illuminate powerlessness, and this book examines both sides of that coin.


I have looked at thousands of carpets over the last fifteen years, and hundreds before that, and have seen, touched, smelled and studied some of the greatest in the world. But the choice of carpets for this book was not about the ‘best’, it was about the most storied, those that can give us insight into how the world has turned over the almost ten thousand years the book covers.


Edinburgh, 2024





Introduction



This book is about the relationship between carpets and power. That relationship has a discrepancy at its heart; that an ancient technology practised by the humblest of peoples should produce some of the world’s greatest symbols of authority and control.


The story of carpets is the story of transformations, of simple practices turned into great art, of domestic objects changed into the apparatus of politics, wealth and religion. The rugs in this book show how these textiles came into being and then were reinvented as they moved in the slipstream of powerful warriors, colonists, missionaries, intellectuals, merchants and industrialists. Along the way we find tricksters, fraudsters and conspiracists. From the fifth-century BCE contents of the tombs of Scythian chieftains, to the carpets under the boots of Stalin, Roosevelt and Churchill at the 1945 Yalta Peace Conference, they uncover a different version of the past.


Carpets are travellers in time and space. The spotlight in these chapters falls repeatedly on three zones and three time-periods of intense significance for the relationship between carpets and power. The geographies are the territories along the Silk Roads that facilitated the movement of goods and ideas across Asia; the West, Central and South Asian regions where the world’s great carpets were made; and a Global North which has had a fascinated hunger for them. The book also visits the places in which these carpets have come to rest in our own time: the imperial grandeur of the V&A and Berlin’s Pergamon Museums, the opulence of the Getty Museum, the reflective atmosphere of temples in Japan and churches in Romania.


The first of the book’s three time-periods is the continent-changing movement west of nomadic tribespeople out of the Petri dish of Central Asia from around 500 BCE. They brought a transformation of the way of life in much of Eurasia, along with the carpet-weaving practice that was central to nomadic cultures and beliefs. The second is the Eurasia-wide resurgence of the fifteenth, sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and the explosion into Eurasian consciousness and geopolitics of a new art form, the courtly carpets of Anatolia, Iran and Mughal India. The third period is what historian Eric Hobsbawm called the Age of Empire, the peak of Western colonialism in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, when Asian carpets were used as propaganda for diverse holders of power, in dramatic acts of cultural appropriation. This book is not a geography-by-geography narrative or a traditional chronological history; instead the story repeatedly returns to these different geographies and periods as it explores moments of significance for the relationship between individual carpets and power.


The power in these chapters takes many forms. The reader will find Scythian, Seljuk, Mongol, Mamluk, Ottoman, Safavid, Mughal, Tokugawa, Hapsburg, British, Soviet and US Empires. The power of religions is here, including varying sects of Chris­tianity, Islam, Buddhism and Animism. Mercantile and industrial systems, and what we now call the 1 per cent, private individuals who through time accrue to themselves an exceptional proportion of the world’s resources and wealth, are present. The reader will also encounter the power of those who create knowledge for the rulers of their times, and those who subvert it through trickery.


The discussion of power is also a discussion of the powerless, and throughout the story of carpets we hear the drumbeats of oppression, war, climate change and consequent human migration and loss. We are always in the presence of the skilled, patient, inventive weavers who made these carpets. They are creators of artefacts which are part of our global cultural heritage, but they rarely share in power. We can’t usually hear or read their words, but we can begin to understand their vision and experience if we look hard at their work. The back of a rug can show us the line where two weavers sitting together on the same bench each turned back along their half of a row of knots to weave the next row. The sequence of a complete row is as abstract as computer code, but they integrated their two halves perfectly between them. The sometimes bizarre corner motifs at the end of the rug which was woven last, where the design seems to have been abandoned, remind us that the weaver was managing stretchy threads on a loom, working through a mathematical prediction she had made when she began the rug, and that those things sometimes got away from her. Where possible I retrieve fragments of the lived experience of weavers in their own time, often from details like this: an act of imaginative conjuring. Weavers often belong to groups that have been marginalised since text replaced song as the primary way of recording the past, and the literate began their long ownership of records.


The geographical and temporal range of this book is wide, but at its heart are twelve carpets. They give the book its structure, which proceeds from the oldest carpet to the youngest. Their biographies dictate the places, time-periods and events each chapter explores. Some end their lives burned in bombed-out basements, some are preserved for the future in frozen tombs. Some warmed the legs of Lutheran worshippers during the European Reformation or became armour for medieval Japanese warlords, or decorated Jazz Age parties in the US. They are repeatedly used as props at moments of historical change, symbolising the beginnings and ends of wars and the rise and fall of emperors. They are woven and traded by their makers as a way out of persecution, dispossession, expulsion, collectivisation, population exchanges and forced settlement. But whatever the drama of their biographies, they all have the same origin, the hand of a person in a tent, village or city workshop, patiently interweaving fibres day by day to bring the object in her imagination into being.


That is what the book is about. There are some things it isn’t. This is not a handbook or a history of carpets. Nor is it a guide to the ‘greatest’ carpets in the world, whatever that might mean (although some very great carpets are discussed). It begins with a carpet dating to around the fourth century BCE, but it does not track through what we know about carpets from then on. Many specialist writers have done all this, and their work can be found in the Endnotes and Bibliography to this book. Instead, it is a selection of carpets that are intrinsically interesting in themselves, but are also turnkeys to histories of power, and mirrors to the deeply held values of the cultures that have collected them.


It is also a particular form of history. In broadcaster and author Mary Beard’s words, historical writing is subject to a ‘Big books by blokes about battles syndrome’,1 or, to extend the trope, about scientific breakthroughs, or discussions of other white males, mostly dead. The tone of these histories, she suggested, was expected to be authoritative, brooking no disagreement. Meanwhile she described an expectation that histories written by women should be intimate, offering an inner journey, relying on authenticity rather than authority, herstories. Professor Beard may have been exaggerating for effect, and in any case some wonderful histories and herstories have been written about both battles and inner journeys. Nevertheless, there is some truth in her comments.


But the question of what a reader can expect from a historian need not be so fixed. I offer here a history which is episodic and eclectic, responsive to my own interests and experience, personal, but not an inner journey. It is not an attempt at a conclusive single narrative with winners and losers, heroes and villains. Instead, it represents history as a kaleidoscope, where fragments of knowledge shift into new patterns each time they are turned by an object, an event, a person. The carpets I discuss each represent a turn of that kaleidoscope, showing what are sometimes the same fragments of knowledge in a different light, creating a new version of the old story. It kept surprising me. I expected episodes of struggle between itinerant and settled communities, the dark pattern of exploitation whenever carpet-weaving comes into contact with the market, the impact of the egos and agendas of the great of the world. But I did not expect to find Stalin so often at the centre of my vision, or the mountainous and landlocked province of Transylvania in modern Romania, or conspiracists and fraudsters. Our understanding of the past is provisional, continuously remade by the filters placed on it, and it is global, subject to continuous ebbs, flows, fusions and separations.


The Italian writer Italo Calvino commented that ‘the curse of our century [the twentieth] is that every cognitive interest is transformed into an accusation … in search of a crime to try, a disgrace to report, a secret to violate’.2 By this definition, there are parts of this book that Calvino would see as cursed, in search of the crime to prosecute. The history of textile production has long been one of exploitation of the vulnerable. Carpets are associated with the enormities of war, and the cruelties of the powerful. Their makers are often refugees or nomads, or groups trying to scrape a living from fragile ecosystems.


While the crimes, disgraces and secrets are undeniable, they live alongside the enduringly life-affirming skills, not to mention the beauty, of the artefacts weavers make. That beauty and skill echoes evocatively through the old writings of Ibn Battuta and Al-Tabari, Xenophon and Homer; in the records of less eloquent early modern figures like Thomas Wolsey and Lorenzo de Medici, who nevertheless took the trouble to ensure their precious carpets were recorded in detail in their inventories; in the works of late-nineteenth and early-twentieth-century European and North American scholars like Wilhelm Bode and Arthur Upham Pope, who were shocked into lyricism by the unfamiliar loveliness of old rugs. This book offers a contribution to that long history of celebration of the beauty of carpets and the skill of their makers.





Chapter 1



Chieftain


KNOTTED-PILE CARPET, THIRD OR FOURTH CENTURY BCE, PLACE OF PRODUCTION UNKNOWN


Twenty-eight horsemen gaze out at us as they troop ceaselessly around the sides of a square textile. A few have been lost in one tattered corner, but the remainder march into our present from their ancient world of clashing weapons, blinding sun reflected from metal, the clamour of adrenaline-fuelled warriors, the savoury perfume of blood. Their formation is disciplined: the men sometimes mounted on the horses in domination, sometimes walking humbly alongside, the horse to the forefront. With their decorative fringed blankets and intricate headgear, the horses are more magnificently attired than their riders. The horsemen have nothing to fear from us, soft products of an easy time. They walk on by with their fierce, unblinking stares.


Close by them, moving in parallel, are rows of deer. These horsemen may be ready for battle, but they are also herders. Their deer are beautiful: tenderly dappled, magnificently antlered. They are transparent, their interiors displayed, X-rayed like animals in the earliest cave paintings.1 Their liver, lights, heart and reproductive tracts are fully visible, in celebration of all they offer: the nourishment of milk and meat, hide and antlers for protection and materials for art, new life in fawns and calves. There is a powerful connection between the horsemen and the animals whose great hearts and lungs withstood the challenges of travelling long distances in extreme conditions on their behalf, moving to new pastures or riding to war.


The warrior-herders and their animals are hemmed in on all sides by forces they cannot control. On the narrow inner and outer borders are griffins, mythological animals with the heads of eagles, king of birds, and the bodies of lions, king of beasts. Griffins are ancient symbols of majestic authority across civilisations in Asia, but also vibrate with the power of undomesticated nature. At the centre of the rug is a field of stars and crosses, each with a pale dot at its heart and lotus buds at the end of the arms. These motifs connect the rug with ancient religious systems, encountered by its weavers as objects and ideas moved across Eurasia through trade and warfare. The dots are a Central Asian animist symbol dating back to the Neolithic and may represent the sun; the lotus bud is one of the most powerful symbols found across Hinduism, Buddhism and other Asian religions from at least the fifth century BCE. Its many meanings include the womb of the universe. There are powers evoked in this artefact that are greater than man and his actions, but the pulse at the heart of the rug is the intense communion between these ancient horsemen and their beasts.


This evocation of a lost world view and experience was not sculpted or rendered in brushstrokes. It was produced through a far more indirect and unpredictable process. Short lengths of wool were looped around vertical threads strung on a loom, its warps, and secured by beating down horizontal threads, its wefts, to create a velvety surface and a pattern. Each row of multicoloured loops, usually called knots, was only a few millimetres wide and the pattern emerged very slowly, at the rate of a few inches per day. The patient layering of one narrow row of loops on another eventually gave us the indomitable gaze, the slow-moving deer, the grimacing griffon and the harmonious unity of colour and design. This is the creative mystery of the technique of knotted-pile carpet-weaving. It is a mirage created by tiny loops of different-coloured wool or silk.


The colours have faded with time, and the old carpet is only ever photographed under the dimmest of light to protect it from becoming brittle and turning to dust. We must rely on our imagination to see the reds, greens, creams and black of the vegetable and insect dyes as they originally sang out. One of the few living people who has handled the rug, a Russian museum curator, describes it as ‘soft and velvety, the wool lustrous and silky’.2 Despite the physical stresses it has endured in its long life, the lanolin-rich wool has retained its suppleness, and the rug is still an object of deep sensuality.


Despite its age, the physical jolt I felt when I first saw images of this carpet was not because it looks strange and archaic, but because it looks so familiar. Its multiple borders around a central field, its red, green and light-brown wools, its geometric motifs and representations of animals and vegetation are designs and colours continuously used in the carpet-weaving areas of Asia through to modern times. In it, the past speaks to the present in a shared language. This time-travelling rug is known now as the Pazyryk, an almost complete knotted-pile carpet from the fourth-century BCE Iron Age, of greater antiquity than any found before or since. It is a unique and precious clue to the origins of these entrancing artefacts, who made them and who they were made for. But its survival long hung on a thread, and we have it now only by repeated twists of fate.


Pazyryk is on the Ukok plateau of the Great Ulagan plain of the Altai mountains, a poem of names on the far edges of the imagination of people in the West. It is around three hundred miles south-east of Novosibirsk, ‘New Siberia’, the nearest modern Russian city. Cold and remote, the plateau is 8,000 feet above sea level, and is surrounded by 14,000-foot peaks as high as the summit of the Sierra Nevada in the US and dwarfing Britain’s highest mountain, Ben Nevis.


Pazyryk is remote in both space and time. At the edge of the permafrost reaching down from the Arctic, the plateau is the last remaining fragment of the mammoth steppe, the vast and ancient ecology of edible grasses, herbs and shrubs which spread across Eurasia from Spain to China during the last Ice Age, between around one hundred and twenty thousand and eleven thousand years ago. The Ice Age steppe supported woolly mammoth, bison and reindeer. Today the plateau is home to vanishingly rare species like the snow leopard, black stork and steppe eagle, their presence a testament to the region’s continued remoteness and lack of human presence. The way in and out is through passes which are recognised as very dangerous even by contemporary enthusiasts for extreme travel, snow-covered and avalanche-prone for most of the year.3


It has long been a desolate place. No remains of ancient forts or domestic settlements have ever been found there. But it is home to the dead. Pazyryk was the numinous site chosen for the burial chambers of their royalty by the Scythians, a group of Iron Age tribes found across the steppe from the Black Sea in the west to Siberia in the east between 700 and 200 BCE. The high, windswept plateau was the point of departure into the afterlife of their chieftains and queens.


The spell cast by the Altai mountains of Siberia over Russian archaeologists was as strong as that of Troy over Europeans, and the Lost City of the Incas over North Americans. From the eighteenth century, Russian archaeologists had been excavating burials in the Altai, at the point in the vastness of Central Asia where Russia, China, Mongolia and Kazakhstan converge. But it was not until 1924 that a team from the Russian Museum in Leningrad made the explosive discovery at Pazyryk of five Scythian kurgans, ancient barrows or burial mounds, in one of the most important finds in modern archaeology.4


The leader of the excavations was Sergei Rudenko, head of ethnography at the museum and a specialist in Siberian societies and cultures. As excavations began in the late 1920s, Rudenko was in his early forties and at the height of his powers as a respected ethnographer. He was a veteran of fieldwork with remote Central Asian tribes and a member of a thriving international community of ethnographers and archaeologists.5 Rudenko was a scholar-adventurer, switching between the classroom, the museum and the wilderness and its tribes.


Excavating the Pazyryk tombs was a primal encounter with ice and cold. The last snow falls there in mid-June and the first frosts occur in mid-August. Rudenko and his team sheltered in felt tents, the traditional yurts (Turkic) or gers (Mongolian) of the Altai, during the cold nights of the summer digging season. Earlier archaeologists lit fires on top of frozen tombs to melt the impenetrable ground ice into mud, but Rudenko and his team preferred to pour boiling water over them, in what they saw as a modern improvement.6 They worked in slush and inhaled the methane smell of ancient vegetation that arises from melted permafrost, as steppe eagles with eight-foot wingspans wheeled above them hoping for pickings. Despite the severity of the environment Rudenko wrote later with lyrical nostalgia of their lonely eyrie, saying: ‘In the early spring, when the iris, Altai anemone and campion are flowering, the ground is covered by a blue-grey carpet; in summer the varied steppe-meadow grasses flower luxuriantly.’7 He even had an evocative phrase for the soil with which they struggled daily: ‘Under a thinnish layer of chestnut-coloured humus the bottom of the valley is filled by fine-grained white quartz sands.’8


The Altai mountains had been known since ancient times as the mountains of gold, and expectations were high when work began on the Pazyryk burial mounds in 1929. From the early eighteenth century, Scythian digs sponsored by Peter the Great had uncovered glittering gold armour, horse trappings and jewellery combining refined craftsmanship with animal motifs which leap and hunt with the vitality and ferocity of the natural world. Many of these treasures had found their way first to Peter the Great’s private cabinet of curiosities and then to the Hermitage Museum in St Petersburg. Pazyryk was not part of these early expeditions and so its barrows were expected to be sealed and their contents intact, but when Rudenko began excavating he found that grave­robbers had already stripped the tombs of all metalwork – even removing the tin and gold foil from decorative motifs on belts and clothing.


The archaeologists were often hungry. It was difficult to supplement the provisions they brought with them, as any extra food had to be brought in over dangerous passes. They were always tired in the thin air of the high Altai. The sun beat down during the day as they bent low to the ground under it, picking fragments from the soil. They now had to summon their will and courage to continue in the face of disappointment. But the graverobbers had inadvertently protected even more precious remains than jewellery and gold. When the thieves had opened the tombs, muddy water had poured in, creating a robust seal of yellowish ice.9 That dirty ice preserved the rarest of archaeological finds: organic matter, including bodies, wood, plants and textiles. The 1929 Pazyryk dig uncovered the bodies of ten horses with their saddles, bridles, blankets and headgear, preserved for two millennia, ready for the chieftain’s glorious procession into the afterlife. The remaining Pazyryk mounds promised equally thrilling discoveries. But the geopolitics of the 1930s and 1940s abruptly closed down the excavations at Pazyryk, and for almost twenty years the long silence and emptiness of the royal tombs was restored.


Rudenko did not return to Pazyryk until 1947, by which point he was in his sixties. His youth was gone, but the great adventure which had awaited him so long was finally about to begin. In his scholarly account of the excavation, The Frozen Tombs of Siberia: The Pazyryk Burials of Iron Age Horsemen, Rudenko wrote as a disciplined scientist. But we can imagine how profoundly moved he was as he returned to work in the deep chill of the tombs among the flickering lamps and the hushed mutterings of his fellow archaeologists.


His patience was rewarded. The remaining burial mounds yielded up mummified remains of the leaders of Scythian society: their khans, tsars, kings, queens and princesses. Frozen with them were their fine horses and artefacts of wood, horn, leather, fur, felt and woven textile. These were not exclusively homely domestic objects and tools, but included works of great craftsmanship and creative inspiration, chosen by connoisseurs. Their fine artistic qualities could be recognised now that the intruding archaeologists’ eyes were not blinded by the glitter of gold. Other traces of the Scythian world were also found, including food, drink, drugs, false hair, tattooing implements and musical instruments. The Scythians were distant in time and place, but shockingly familiar, with their hemp and cheese, their vanity and love of life.


The most remarkable items were found two years into the post-war dig, in kurgan (barrow) five, excavated in 1949. A tall, well-built warrior was found alongside what Rudenko called his concubine, a small woman with long brown hair, recognisably a handsome and powerful couple even after almost two and a half thousand years. As the excavation of their rich grave goods progressed, the team found an outer chamber containing the remains of the chieftain’s nine horses and their tack, and alongside them a scrunched-up frozen ball. This seemed an unpromising discovery compared to the warrior and his concubine. But the frozen detritus turned out to be the unique object which is now celebrated across the world as the Pazyryk carpet, dating back to at least 300–400 BCE, when the chieftain was interred.


This most ancient of surviving carpets almost never saw the light of day. The period between 1929 and 1947, when the Pazyryk excavations were closed, was a time of the utmost jeopardy for Russian archaeologists. In 1929 Rudenko had faced down nature and graverobbers to open up the past at Pazyryk. But he could not face down the Russian politics of the 1930s, or the impact of global war in the 1940s.


After the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution, Rudenko, like many other Russian scholars, was gradually separated from his international intellectual community and instead had to work within a Russian echo chamber, negotiating the ideological demands of Marxism on ethnography and archaeology.10 A new government department came into being to supervise these disciplines. The Institute for the History of Material Culture was named by Lenin himself to emphasise Marxism’s central belief in historical materialism, the idea that the ultimate cause of historical change is a struggle driven by economic pressures among social classes. The pre-revolutionary archaeology which focused strongly on objects belonging to elites was to be replaced in the USSR by an archaeology which would focus on the social relations of the proletariat. This was a very difficult agenda for Rudenko to satisfy. No humble settlements have ever been found in the Pazyryk valley. His excavations uncovered exceptional artefacts in the graves of wealthy and powerful chieftains. The Pazyryk valley was the sacred burial ground of kings, where they met eternity not in company with the proletariat but with eagles, snow leopards and solitude – and with their royal treasure.


Alongside this remodelling of prehistory, archaeologists and ethnologists also faced the challenge of Soviet ideas about nationalism and ethnicity. Marxism-Leninism believed that socialism was international, not bound by nation states. But as the fledgling USSR came under threat internally and from other European and Asian powers, nationalism and the idea of a pure shared ethnicity reaching into prehistory became important to the state. Again, Rudenko was in trouble. The Scythians had been claimed by eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Russian archaeologists as Slavs, and hence the ‘little brothers’ of Russians, as Stalin had it. But at the time of Rudenko’s excavation, scholars believed that Scythians were likely Iranian in origin.11 Meanwhile it was clear from artefacts in the tombs that Scythians had travelled, fought, traded and married across thousands of miles of steppe, picking up and incorporating influences as they moved. They were very much the product of cultural and ethnic exchange, rather than being a pure bloodline. The USSR’s insular, Slavic-Russian focus was as difficult for Rudenko to fulfil as its emphasis on the social and economic lives of ordinary folk. His position, like those of many of his archaeological colleagues, was becoming precarious.


In 1929, Rudenko was at work excavating Pazyryk barrow one with his colleague Sergei Teploukhov and his Siberian student Mikhail Gryaznov, in the high and empty Ulagan plateau surrounded by the Altai mountain peaks, almost two thousand miles away from the political hotbed of Moscow.12 The excavation of other enticing barrows lay ahead of them. But the tectonic plates of history were shifting, and as the archaeologists carried out their delicate work of recovery, Stalin was consolidating his position on the ruling committee of the Communist Party. In 1929 he became, in effect, dictator, and soon began the purges of non-conforming elements in Russian society which eventually became the Great Terror. The impact on Rudenko’s intellectual community was immediate. Collaboration with overseas scholars, particularly those from then-enemy Germany, was forbidden. Russian archaeologists were arrested as spies and enemies of the state, and many perished. Historian of Russian archaeology Leo Klejn lists nine of the dead, with the caveat that there were many more.13 More than fifty curators at the Hermitage Museum were deported or executed in the early 1930s.14 In 1929, the scholarly archaeologists far away in the Altai mountains were about to be denounced by Komsomol, the influential youth wing of the Communist Party, as ‘enemies of the people’ and ‘wreckers’ of the Soviet dream.15


Rudenko had the double misfortune of being born in both interesting times and an interesting geography. He was from Russian Kharkov, currently Ukrainian Kharkiv, bitterly disputed throughout the twentieth century by nationalists of various stripes. The forced collectivisation of Ukrainian agriculture between 1928 and 1933 and the subsequent devastating famines known to history as the Holodomor, the Hunger-Death, had inflamed Ukrainian nationalism. Consequently, Ukrainian intellectuals were under suspicion. Rudenko was arrested in 1933, accused of setting up an underground Ukrainian nationalist organisation, and for ‘pointless investigations and ethnographic idealism’ at Pazyryk.16


He was set to work digging Stalin’s notorious White Sea Canal to join the Arctic and Baltic Seas, a high-profile component of the first Soviet Five Year Plan. One hundred thousand political prisoners from the gulags dug the canal by hand, an estimated twenty-five thousand of whom died. Meanwhile Rudenko’s student Gryaznov was exiled internally, accused of being an underground fascist working with Ukrainian and Russian nationalists. Gryaznov’s sentence was reduced when, after eleven interrogations, he finally gave information against Rudenko. The third Pazyryk archaeologist, Sergei Teploukhov, committed suicide in prison.17


Rudenko and Gryaznov seemed lost to their families, to archaeology and to the world, as tragic Teploukhov was. A fragment in this landscape of loss, the Pazyryk carpet and the other extraordinary grave goods in the barrows looked set to remain locked in the ice of their underground darkness. All were victims of a profound ideological struggle about the nature of the past, the present and the future.


But history is a complex and unpredictable system. As a result of his work on the frozen burials, Rudenko deeply understood ice, and this knowledge saved his career and his life despite the tightening of Stalin’s grip. Rudenko’s useful skills were recognised as he dug Stalin’s canal in the Arctic Circle. He was promoted and, to some degree, protected. During the intense suffering of the siege of Leningrad by German forces between 1941 and 1944, as the city’s population gradually died from starvation, the archaeologist joined ‘The Road of Life’, the team that supplied the besieged city across frozen Lake Ladoga. Rudenko was responsible for ice forecasts indicating when it was safe for heavy sleds loaded with food to move across the lake.18 An agitprop poster for the White Sea Canal construction had declared, ‘Canal army soldier, The heat of your work will melt your prison term!’, and for Rudenko, that was one thing Stalin said which proved true. Leo Kleijn knew Rudenko in old age and said: ‘This prickly old man with his walrus moustache was a living legend and proof that fate could be resisted.’19 Just like the carpet, Rudenko was saved by the ice.


When Rudenko returned to Pazyryk in 1947 to continue the excavations, the government ensured that his team included a former member of the Cheka, the earliest form of the Soviet Secret Police, and a member of its replacement, the KGB. The lengths the state was willing to go to control the dangerous archaeologist are striking. Despite this scrutiny, the establishment that had defined the Pazyryk excavations as ‘pointless’ examples of ‘bourgeois ethnographic idealism’ and that had threatened to bury forever both the archaeologist and the carpet had shifted its position. The rug would be brought up to the surface of the earth after all and redefined as an icon of the Russian origin story, representing Russia’s beginnings in an imagined collective society lost in time.


The Pazyryk carpet’s discovery in 1949 overturned mainstream thinking about knotted-pile carpets, which at that time were believed to have reached their artistic peak in urban communities in West Asia – first in Anatolia from around the fourteenth century, then in Iran from around the sixteenth century. This beautiful and sophisticated carpet was more than a thousand years older than the carpets of the Seljuks, Ottomans and Safavids. It proved that by the fourth century BCE, the technology, design structure, palette and motifs of the knotted-pile carpets that we are familiar with now had already been brought to a high level of accomplishment. It is hard not to be struck by a surprised frisson of recognition when first encountering it. The Pazyryk carpet was not the remnant of a rudimentary early stage in carpet-making but the product of a mature art form, and pointed to even more ancient origins for the practice. Controversy began immediately, when one of the greatest twentieth-century Islamic art historians, Kurt Erdmann, challenged whether the Pazyryk was in fact a knotted-pile carpet at all. In an effort to protect his theory that carpet-making had reached its peak in sixteenth-century CE Iran, Erdmann declared it ‘a rug-like textile’, describing it as a cousin of velvet with a nap made from loops cut after manufacture, and consequently different design technology. He later acknowledged that the Pazyryk find was a rug, saying ruefully, ‘The starting point for my carpet knowledge may well have been disproven.’20


As soon as Rudenko discovered it in 1949, commentators focused on where the carpet was made. This was no neutral discussion: the rug’s aesthetic and conceptual sophistication was guaranteed to elevate the modern perception of whichever culture could be shown to have produced it. The first hypothesis came from Rudenko himself. Rudenko’s sense of the Scythian way of life, their abilities, attitudes and skills was based on his experience as an ethnographer with early-twentieth-century Altai communities, who had not impressed him. Rudenko believed the carpet was beyond the craft skills of such semi-nomadic unlettered folk, and that it must have been made much further west in Iran, among what he regarded as more highly developed settled communities whose weaving traditions were described in ancient textual records.21


He backed this up with an analysis of the motifs in the carpet, which he identified as being reminiscent of the ornamental style of the Persian Achaemenids. This early Persian Empire, in power between 550 and 300 BCE, was one of the great forces of Eurasia and fought, traded and exchanged ideas with Scythian tribes. Rudenko proposed that the Pazyryk carpet was woven in a settled Iranian workshop either as an export carpet made for trade, a diplomatic gift, or a commission by the Scythian chieftain. He ruled out the idea that the carpet could have been made by the people who buried it, semi-nomadic horse-herders with apparently no written history or literature. He held this position even though he himself had unearthed many examples of the highly evolved material culture archaeologists now call the ‘Scythian triad’: superb horse trappings, finely wrought weapons and metalwork, and animal designs so vivid they seem to graze, leap, fight and kill before us.22 He also put to one side the long history of exchange of ideas and artefacts across Eurasia, which continues to make it difficult to pinpoint the origin of a particular design.


Rudenko’s account of the Pazyryk makes the same assumptions that we will see repeatedly in this book about the environments and makers deemed appropriate for the production of great carpets. While modern carpet specialists recognise the weaving skills of both wandering pastoral peoples and settled rural communities (often describing their products as ‘tribal’ and ‘village’ rugs respectively), there is less willingness to see these weavers as the makers of the great named carpets associated with both religious and secular empires. Carpet specialists are sometimes disturbed by the paradox that the practice of weaving – an ancient and basic craft form practised by the humble, poor and illiterate, many of them women – has produced some of the world’s great emblems of political, military, financial and cultural success, among which are remarkable works of art. Specialists often prefer to situate the production of such iconic carpets in environments which they consider more evolved, such as urban workshops or the ateliers of the wealthy and powerful. They hold to this even though the materials and equipment of carpet-weaving – fibres like wool, dyes from boiled plants and insects, and the simple frame of the loom – are common to weavers in tents, villages, workshops and studios.


Buried under these assumptions about carpets is the ancient conflict between the settled and the nomadic. The start of human settlement ten thousand years ago in the Neolithic period saw an existential struggle begin between settled farmers, seen as legitimate targets for plunder after their appropriation of previously shared territory and resources, and wandering nomads, seen as savage raiders unsettling the possibility of progress.23 Records tend to be kept by the settled, and the midnight terrors of settled storytelling are often nomads: Goths, Huns, Mongols, North American indigenous peoples. This fundamental conflict arises from the profound suspicion among people who stay in one place about people who, out of choice or necessity, move, whether they are called pastoralists, nomads, gypsies, invaders, migrants, refugees or rough sleepers. The shadow of this conflict is always present in a history told through carpets. Neither Rudenko nor many of the specialists who examined the Pazyryk carpet after its discovery were disposed to see this elite and refined artefact, the prized possession of a powerful Iron Age chieftain, as the product of semi-nomadic tribes who spent their lives harrying the settled world and providing it with its monsters.


This left the field open for commentators to choose their preferred geography for the origins of the enigmatic and beautiful carpet, representative of an art form which must have already been fully developed two and a half thousand years ago. Along with Rudenko, many within the European and North American tradition of carpet studies claimed it for Iran. The academic tradition, which had developed from the mid-nineteenth century onwards, consistently held Iran as an imagined homeland of all that is great in carpet-making. These scholars backed the settled, cultivated, literate and courtly society of the Persian Achaemenid Empire as either the carpet’s place of production, or the place where its design originated.24


For Russians, the carpet had and continues to have more explosive potential, as an emblem of their imagined Scythian ethnic origins. The question of where and by whom it was made was literally much closer to home. Mikhail Gryaznov, the Pazyryk archaeologist who in the 1930s had been forced to buy his freedom from Stalin’s interrogators by denouncing Rudenko, suggested Turkmenia (modern Turkmenistan) as the source of the carpet.25 When Gryaznov suggested this Turkmenia was still part of the USSR, and he was in effect claiming the Pazyryk for Russia. His suggestion for the rug’s provenience has a strong rationale: Turkmen are still prodigious rug-weavers, and Bronze Age rug knives excavated in Turkmenistan attest to the longevity of carpet-weaving in the area.26


The carpet is now housed in the Hermitage Museum. In their 2022 online catalogue entry, the museum’s curators, who live both alongside the carpet and within Russian culture, offer a nuanced and understated version of this same story, marginalising Iranian influence and placing the carpet’s makers in Central Asia:


The exact origin of this unique carpet is unknown. There is a version of its Iranian provenance. But perhaps it was produced in Central Asia through which the contacts of ancient Altaians with Iran and the Near East took place.27


A broader church of imaginative enthusiasts takes the story in some surprising directions, demonstrating the malleability of this enigmatic object. In 2004, Bevis Longstreth, a successful corporate lawyer and trustee of the Textile Museum, Washington, read the carpet’s motifs through the filter of Judaic numerology, and suggested that itinerant Jewish weavers moving from Anatolia to Central Asia could be the makers of the Pazyryk. In 2005 he published a novel based on this research,28 inventing Rachael, a beautiful Jewish weaver from the Persian settlement of Sardis in what is now Anatolia. Rachael fell in love with the fictional Targitus, a muscular and tattooed Scythian warrior, and eloped with him across the Caucasus and steppe to the Altai mountains, where she wove a fabulous carpet. Once again, the story circumvents the idea that the Pazyryk was made by the nomads who buried it or by others of their kin.


The fragmentary nature of the evidence, and the heavy reliance on received wisdom in biographies of the Pazyryk carpet mean we can’t say positively who made it. We can, however, remind ourselves of some objections to the prevailing view. Central Asian nomads have for centuries been among the world’s great carpet-weavers. It seems from finds of Bronze Age weaving implements in the Murghab region of Southern Turkmenistan that they had the skill early. And while the carpet’s motifs may indeed be reminiscent of Achaemenid ornament, the long history of movement across Eurasia undermines the idea of a single place of origin for a design. Transfer and mixing are fundamental characteristics of the continent-wide grass corridor of the steppe. For millennia, people have moved across it for war and trade, carrying objects, ideas and technology with them. The Scythians might have dipped independently into the rich shared ornamental heritage of Eurasia, rather than copying a Persian model or simply buying an Iranian carpet. Nevertheless, carpet specialists continue to entertain themselves by debating whether the animals on the Pazyryk carpet are Siberian reindeer and elks or Iranian fallow deer, and whether Scythians always rode with saddles and the Iranians always bareback like the riders in the Pazyryk carpet. In addition to this fog of interpretations, scientists find it difficult to isolate specific Iron Age wool or dye types from Iran, Central Asia or Siberia which might settle the matter. Analyses describe the Pazyryk’s yarn only as ‘primitive hairy wool’,29 and there is no definitive proof as to whether the dyes were shared Eurasian types or if they were made from specific steppe plants and insects.30 Meanwhile, the Pazyryk is more than a thousand years older than any confirmed Iranian carpet in existence, so we simply have nothing to compare it with.


The struggle for ideological and emotional ownership of the Pazyryk carpet continues, but Ludmila Barkova, former curator of Scythian treasures at the Hermitage Museum, calls for a broader perspective, honouring the makers rather than undermining the claims of some in favour of others:


The exact place of manufacture of the Pazyryk carpet is perhaps not as important as the fact that the pile carpet technique developed so early and spread so rapidly throughout the nomadic civilisations of the steppe corridor, reaching a very high level of sophistication comparable to the greatest woven masterpieces of more recent times.31


Modern commentators may fight over what kind of deer, what kind of wool, whether nomads had the necessary skills, but somewhere in Asia, around two and a half thousand years ago, perhaps during the dark winter season when outdoor activities slowed, a group of people – almost certainly women with exceptional skills developed from childhood experience weaving alongside their mothers, as they do to this day – produced a remarkable artefact. They worked from imagination, memory, drawings, or other carpets, in a tent, log cabin or brick workshop. They lived simply, somewhere on the margins of the world of politics and conquest, and left no personal traces. But their carpet found its way to the chieftain of a nomadic empire and became part of the celebration of the horses that were at the centre of his culture and life.


The chieftain found in Pazyryk barrow five alongside the woman now known as his concubine was around fifty-five years old at the time of his death, five feet nine inches tall, well muscled and with black wavy hair.32 He had the physical charisma and strength required of a tribal leader who ruled by might. His body had been decorated with tattoos, possibly to indicate nobility and courage, possibly to offer him supernatural protection in battle.33 They had been created by sewing or pricking soot into his skin during his youth. The tattoos now lay under the fat of a lifetime. This refined body art was found on many of the warrior men and women preserved in the Pazyryk barrows. It used motifs of the animals with whom they shared their lives – horses, deer, hares, domestic fowl and birds of prey – and those which haunted their dreams – tigers and wolves. Some were composite fantasy animals with the hooves of horses, the talons of eagles and the heads of leopards, which embodied the strength, cunning and danger of all.34 The chieftain in barrow five wore earrings and was clean-shaven, although carefully dyed and constructed false beards were found in the barrows. The smaller female body with long, fine chestnut hair lay alongside him, both their faces to the west, where the sun sets and where we assume the Scythians believed the afterlife lay. Rudenko’s archaeological reports describe him as Mongoloid and her as Caucasian, using the peculiar ethnic terminology inherited from nineteenth-century European racial theory. This difference between them continues to intrigue and even titillate commentators.35 She is described in the literature as his concubine, on the assumption that his wife would have lived to marry another senior member of the chieftain’s family. The concubine gave her life to be the chosen companion of this tall, dark, powerful man with his many horses, before and after death.


The carpet was not found in the intimate joint grave of the chieftain and his concubine, but in the separate burial chamber of the horses. Almost square, the rug measures seventy-two by seventy-eight inches (one hundred and eighty-three by two hundred centimetres) and the archaeological guess is that it was the chieftain’s horse cover, visible beneath his rudimentary Scythian saddle. Its iconography, colours and sheer glamour would identify the chieftain to the rest of the tribe as he herded their horses across the steppe or galloped into battle. The carpet was the artefact of the public man, the powerful leader and warrior, not of the private man and lover.


The burial mounds at Pazyryk were built over the course of fifty years in the fourth century BCE for three generations of the leaders of a tribal confederation, a group of tribes which would mobilise if under military threat or if new territory were needed for their herds. Although the Altaic Scythian tribes also reared sheep, goats and yaks, horse-breeding and horse-herding were at the heart of their specialised form of semi-nomadic pastoralism. They were economically outward-looking, trading animal pelts and their highly prized horses for export goods like oil-rich coriander seeds and lustrous Chinese silks along what came to be known as the silk and fur routes.


Nomadic steppe peoples who bred and herded horses from the Black Sea to the borders of China are described in Caucasian folk histories from the seventh century BCE, and associated with archaeological remains from the ninth century BCE onwards.36 By the fourth century BCE, the Central Asian Scythians who buried their dead at Pazyryk were no longer fully nomadic. Their environment supported their grazing needs comfortably enough for them to live in settlements of log cabins, and while herders sometimes moved animals to new grazing sites, the community no longer needed to practise the intricate ecological management which required the transhumance of entire populations of nomads.37 On the other hand, they were not a settled culture. They did not farm and instead fought for grazing territory and animals. Basing his observation on ethnographic work with Central Asian nomads in the nineteenth century, Sergei Rudenko asserted that ‘driving off cattle was not regarded as a felony, and rustling was regarded as a special kind of profession’.38 The perceived disregard for the farmer’s view of property by nineteenth-century nomads was transferred by Rudenko to fifth-century BCE Scythians. He may well have been right. Throughout recorded history, the conflict between land as individual property and land as a common good has been widely observed, and continues into the present day. It is one of the deeply embedded causes of the antipathy between nomads and settled peoples the world over.


Rudenko suggests that in peacetime the life of a Scythian warrior was an indolent one, given over to play fights, hunting for pleasure, gaming, drinking and getting high. Certainly, the remains of cannabis – in the form of burned hemp seeds – and of fermented mare’s milk were found in the Pazyryk tombs. But even the rigorous Rudenko was susceptible to the construction of stories which supported his own preconceptions. His account of the social life of the ancient Scythians was coloured by his fieldwork with Altai men of his own time, and by a scholarly and possibly wider prejudice against them. Vasily Radlov, director of the Russian Museum of Ethnography and the man who revolutionised the Russian study of Central Asia in the later nineteenth century, is reported to have said that the men of the Altai were in a constant state of either ‘getting drunk or being drunk’.39 The lives of Scythian women on the other hand seem to have been highly active. Weapons were found in the burial mounds of high-status Scythian women. Women may have played a role in both government and war. They may also have been among the craftspeople carving wood and bone, and smithing gold. They were certainly tattoo artists and their tools were buried with them. This would, of course, be alongside their relentless and gruelling domestic responsibilities of child-bearing and -rearing, caring for animals, cooking, cleaning, nursing. Scythian women also shared the pleasures of Scythian men, if the hemp found in their tombs is anything to judge by.


Despite the great emphasis on gold in lore about the Scythians and the awe-inspiring gold artefacts discovered in some previously excavated Scythian tombs, they were an Iron Age people. The new iron weapons made and used from around 700 BCE were invaluable for the Scythians, who were constantly scrapping for grazing rights and seeing off large-scale settled armies like those of the Persians. The chieftains of Pazyryk had six-foot-long spears tipped with iron, iron swords, and arrows with iron barbs which they shot from technologically advanced composite bows of wood and gut. They fought with these menacing weapons at high speed from horses that DNA research has shown were among the strongest then available. They were mostly black or dark brown, colours traditionally associated with the hard hoofs necessary in a society that did not shoe its horses. When an army faced the Scythians they faced a huge, fast-moving cavalry with glittering gold armour and fearsome iron weapons, mounted on dark horses, roaring across the steppe.


Combat, victory, revenge and death were at the centre of Scythian culture and its art (although art may not have been a concept for them). While their artefacts draw on a shared Eurasian aesthetic vocabulary of naturalistic and mythological animals, they have a distinctive and brutal Scythian twist, evoking a fearful and bloody natural world where carnivores leap on herbivores, prey hangs from the mouth of predators, the strong destroy the weak. The visceral impact of Scythian animal motifs is intensified by a surreal distortion which arose as craftspeople applied them to strangely shaped objects like buckles, bridles, sword belt holders, arrowheads or as tattoos to their living human hands. As well as gold, tin and other metals, they worked their strange bestiary on felt and textiles, wood, bone, lacquer and dead human skin, which, ancient observers reported, ‘is thick, and has a tremendous sheen, more brilliant, and whiter than almost any other kind of skin’.40


Archaeologists suggest that this art of violent animal combat allowed nomadic makers and their audiences to explore the idea of rebirth through death, in the threatening world where they lived.41 The Pazyryk carpet stands apart from this conjuring of darkness before the return of light. Instead, it is a poised and calm celebration of the duality of the life shared by the warrior-herder and his animals. The horsemen and their steeds are prepared, well equipped, in motion but not in battle. Only the tattered corner of the carpet is wounded, not the fighters. The well-fleshed deer with their healthy internal organs graze securely in their environment. The mysteries which surround them, in the form of griffins, sunspots and lotus buds, are benign invocations of royal authority and the fecundity of nature. The Pazyryk chieftain went out into the world seated on an evocation of the success of his way of life.


And that is all we know. The Scythians left no texts. The best recorded insight we have into their social and imaginative world is the Legend of the Narts, the origin story of their north Caucasian cousins, the Ossetians.42 This imagining of the heroes, witches, and fever-dream beasts of the steppe is believed to date from between the seventh and fifth centuries BCE, an oral tradition first recorded – and inevitably distorted – in the nineteenth century.


But as early as the fourth century BCE, when the chieftain in barrow five acquired the Pazyryk carpet to demonstrate his identity as a cultural, political and military leader, commentators from other societies were already at work defining an outsider’s idea of a Scythian. They wrote in what is sometimes called the Axial Age, the period between 500 and 300 BCE which produced some of the world’s great religions, alongside, it is suggested, a dawning of human self-awareness.43 The idea of ‘Scythian’ was defined at a time of intense intellectual and spiritual exploration, when the creation and solidification of group identities was of great importance. In the absence of written records by Scythians themselves, an imagined composite came into being, from histories composed by writers in settled societies.


The most enduring invented Scythian is that imagined by the fifth-century BCE Turkish-born Greek historian Herodotus. His Greece was a constellation of cities orbiting the Athens of Pericles, still regarded as a triumph of human civilisation. The Greeks’ strong sense of identity and exceptionalism was reinforced by the attacks they faced down from intimidating enemies like the Spartans and the Persians, and by their sharp awareness of the threat from nomadic peoples across Eurasia.44 Herodotus turned his mind to the strangeness and terror of the world surrounding the small, vulnerable Greek republic. He was particularly compelled by the Scythians, who, although barbarian nomads, had, like the Greeks, held back the mighty Achaemenid Persian Empire.


Herodotus wrote from his usual pose of the even-handed scholar, balancing multiple sources, including what he claims were first-hand experiences travelling among Scythians living around the Black Sea. But his neutrality was a performance. Doubt was cast on his histories by his contemporary Thucydides (b. 460 BCE), then a century later by the great Aristotle (b. 384 BCE), and persisted for half a millennium until the first century CE, when he was called ‘the father of lies’ by Plutarch (b. 46 CE).* In the late 1970s an article in Harvard Studies in Classical Philology entitled ‘Did Herodotus ever go to the Black Sea?’ reached the conclusion that ‘Either he did go and remained content to give readers what they expected to hear in the first place even though it was not true, or he did not go at all.’45


Herodotus’ Scythians came from the same imaginary landscape as The Legend of the Narts. He was drawing from a rich brew of hearsay and legends regarding not only Scythians and Ossetians, but Issedonians, Alans, Samartians, Massagetae and ‘Bald People’ (probably Mongols) from across the Caucasus and Central Asia. Into the mix went his Amazons, mythical one-breasted female warriors who may have been an echo of the fighting women of the Scythians, whose weapons were buried with them in their tombs.


In fourteen chapters of Book Four of his Histories, five pages in a modern paperback,46 Herodotus offers us Scythians who wear cloaks made from the scalps of their enemies, drink blood out of those same enemies’ skulls, feast on casseroles of the remains of their chieftain’s body mixed with animal meat. He describes elaborate ritual strangling of animals and humans, and the punishment of false soothsayers by being burned alive. A few pages earlier he gives us the blinding of slaves to stop them stealing the cream from the top of the mare’s milk, and the practice of blowing into a mare’s vagina with a bone reed to facilitate milking.47 He conjures a death cult where tribesmen who had failed to kill during the year were excluded from communal rites and shamed, and sexual practices where women were shared. His Scythians are drinkers and smokers of cannabis, which he tells us ‘makes the Scythians howl with delight’.48 Archaeologists have discovered enough evidence in the Pazyryk tombs for some of these elaborate stories to stick, and Herodotus’ savage Scythians have come down through history. It is only with some effort that we recover the careful horse-herders with their deep understanding of the resources and environment of the steppe, their taste for beautiful metalwork, carvings, felts and carpets, and their exceptional craft skills.


Herodotus’ evocation of a gore-fest has stuck for more than two millennia, but his writing also relishes much that is Scythian - their highly evolved material culture, their kings and complex social system, their sophisticated technology, with its wheeled carts and innovative weapons. The military historian in him, as opposed to the mythographer, researched and recounted their battle tactics in some detail. He enthused about the Scythian manoeuvre of pretending to retreat in disarray, then reassembling to face down the enemy’s disorderly chase. His Scythians are often tricksters, gleefully pulling the wool over the eyes of the Persians.


Herodotus’ Scythians were also sexy. He was strongly impressed by the Scythian look, from the infamous cloaks of scalps to his lubricious account of the cleaning rituals of Scythian women involving a paste of cypress, cedar and frankincense spread over their bodies and left for a day: ‘Not only does this endow them with a delicious scent, but it leaves them cleansed and gleaming.’49 He seems not to have been the only one to register the sex appeal of both male and female Scythians. Glamorous Scythian warriors were found on Athenian pottery in their slender, close-fitting armour and dress. It is still easy to be enticed by accounts and representations of their tight fur trousers, short kaftans covered with leather plaques gilded with metal foil, and extravagant wooden millinery carrying bird and animal forms. Their tattooed legs and the soft boots covering them were decorated with the same motifs.50 The griffins, horses and elks on the Pazyryk carpet were among them, alongside the ferocious Scythian reworking of an animal vocabulary shared across Eurasia.


The Scythians we inherit from Herodotus are a potent combination of creativity, slyness, beauty, sensuality, courage, intellect, savagery and ferocity. In the words of historian François Hartog, ‘The Athenian, that imaginary settled being, had need of an equally imaginary nomad. The Scythian conveniently fitted the bill.’51
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