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Preface

’]FHE FOUNDING of St. Petersburg in 1703 is commonly ac-
cepted as the date marking the passing of Old Russia (Rus’)
and the birth of Modern Russia (Rossiya.) For most of the peo-
ple, however, the pre-Petrine period did not come to an abrupt
end in 1703. The cultural and artistic traditions of ancient and
medieval Russia left their indelible mark upon successive gen-
erations and continued to influence the creative strivings of the
Russian artist. In the second half of the nineteenth century the
ideas and traditions of Old Russia became the center of the
Slavophile nationalist movement leading to the repudiation of
Western classicism which had dominated Russia since the end
of the eighteenth century. It was this turning away from the
West and the rediscovery of the national artistic heritage thatled
directly to the practical revival of Russian medieval art and
architecture, and exerted an influence which is difficult to over-
estimate in the development of modern art in Russia.

The history of ancient and medieval Russian art embraces
more than two thousand years in time and a huge area in space;
it is a history of an art with an immense diversity of modes of
expression, techniques, and styles. There is hardly any other
area in the whole world which has experienced so many cultural
and religious impulses of such diverse kinds and forces and of
such enduring effect. This most varied cultural development is
reflected in the art of Old Russia, although the basic aesthetic
conceptions of the indigenous culture which crystallized there
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in the pre-Christian era have, of course, remained more or less
formative.

For a long time the art of medieval Russia was the least
studied, and was therefore misunderstood, not only by Western
students but the Russians themselves. It was not until the nine-
teenth century that Russian archaecologists were awakened to
the fact that the early centuries of Russia’s past present a most
rewarding field for study. The Kievan, Novgorodian, Suzdalian,
and early Muscovite developments became the subject of schol-
arly research; the excavations undertaken there and in Siberia
since the 1920’s have yielded the most surprising and impressive
finds in Eurasian art and archaeology.

More treasures of the distant Russian past are steadily being
unearthed. The sites of old churches and palaces that disap-
peared long ago are being excavated and the buildings skillfully
restored to their original appearance. The work of cleaning and
restoring old icons, begun about a century ago, has been greatly
intensified in recent years, thus providing a solid basis for in-
vestigating the history of icon painting in the Novgorod and
Moscow schools.

I have attempted to include and discuss the most important
architectural, painting, and decorative art monuments as they
have been created in the territories of Russia by the Russian
people and their predecessors. Nearly every work that can be
definitely dated, with the exception of manuscripts, has been
noted, as well as examples of each of the groups into which
the various arts can be satisfactorily divided for purposes of
classification. The order of illustrations is approximately chron-
ological, though in the main sections—Architecture, Painting,
and the Decorative Arts—items are grouped topically.

Within the limits of a single volume, it is impossible to do more
than trace the checkered path taken by Russian culture over the
centuries, survey the developments, and show the more impor-
tant monuments. Despite these limitations, I hope this book will
serve the reader as an introduction to the artistic achievements
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of the Russian people and their predecessors in the pre-Petrine
period and afford him a view to a surprising field of art—and a
field generally neglected or treated with imperceptive brevity in
Western histories.

Much of the research for this volume was done at the Library
of the Hoover Institution, Stanford University; and a large part
of the material was collected during my visits to the Soviet Union
in 1958 and 1961, made possible by the Inter-University Com-
mittee on Travel Grants.

My sincere thanks for specific help are extended to the fol-
lowing:

The Joint Slavic and East European Grants Committee of the
Social Science Research Council and the American Council of
Learned Societies for the 1959 award of a grant for research.

Mr. Joseph A. Belloli, chief librarian of the humanities and
social science division of the Stanford University Library, for
the help and facilities with which he and his staff provided me in
the course of my studies, and for placing so much valuable ma-
terial at my disposal.

Mr. Adolph E. Anderson for reading the manuscript, for his
constructive criticism, and for valuable suggestions.

The State Hermitage Museum in Leningrad; The State Tre-
tyakov Gallery in Moscow; The State Historical Museum in
Moscow; and The State Art History Museum in Novgorod for
providing me with most of the photographs used in the Icono-
graphic and Decorative Art sections of the book.

The Union of Soviet Architects; and the Archives Department
of the State Scientific-Research Museum of Architecture named
after A. V. Shchousev for providing me with most of the photo-
graphs used in the architectural sections of the book.

The American Council of Learned Societies for assistance in
covering a large part of the cost of reproducing the plates.

ARTHUR VOYCE
San Francisco, California
December 1, 1966
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General Characteristics of Russian Art

OR THOUSANDS OF YEARS before the rise of the Moscow

Grand Principality (middle of the fifteenth century), the
land that constitutes modern Russia had been the crossroads of
many migrations, the scene of invasions and colonizations, by
peoples of diverse origins, faiths, and cultures. They came from
all points of the compass either as peaceful settlers or as con-
querors, lived there for short or long periods until they, in turn,
were subjugated or driven out by invaders of a more vigorous
or better-organized race. As Kondakov points out, “The more
varied the racial elements of the invaders, the longer their stay,
the longer the process of assimilation and amalgamation of the
conquerors and conquered into one nation, the richer and more
varied became the cultural and artistic treasury of ancient Rus-
sia.”* Large deposits were made by conquerors and conquered,
by those who had established themselves permanently, as well
as by the nomadic tribes. Into the common pool of cultural
wealth, contributions came from the artists and craftsmen of
the Greek colonies on the northern shores of the Black Sea, from
the Hellenized Scythians and Iranized Sarmatians, the Crimean
colonies of the Genoese merchants, and the Syrians, Scandi-
navians, and Germans who took up residence in various cities of
Kievan, Novgorodian, and Suzdalian Russia. The cultural and
artistic treasury was further enriched by Arabian caravans bring-

11. I. Tolstoi and N. P. Kondakov, Russkiya drevnosti v pamyatnikakh
iskusstva, I, preface, 1.
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ing goods and art objects from the East to the Volga Bulgars,
ultimately reaching the Russian settlements of the upper Volga;
and no little was added by the workshops maintained by the
courts of the Russian grand princes.

There was hardly another land in ancient times where one
could encounter so many cultural cross-currents as in Russia.
Byzantium, the lands of the Near East, the Caucasus, Western
Europe, and Scandinavia were close neighbors, with all of whom
contacts were maintained. Persian fabrics, Arabian silver, Chi-
nese ceramics, Byzantine brocades, Frankish swords, and many
other strangely foreign things could be found in the market-
places of her cities. The imported articles represented the accu-
mulated art experience of many periods and schools as well as
the techniques of many skilled craftsmen. Needless to say, these
importations served not only as objects to be used by the wealthy
upper classes of Russian society, but also as models of style for
her artists.

Eastern and Western Influences

Because of her geographical position, her extensive trade with
the Near and Far East, and the settlement and colonization of
her southern provinces by peoples of the highest civilization, the
art engendered and cultivated in Russia has preserved the ele-
ments of various Eastern sources. There is evidence of the influ-
ence of Persia, India, and China, of Greece and Asia Minor, of
Byzantium, and lastly of the Mongols and other hordes which
in centuries past ravaged these lands. Nor are Western influ-
ences to be ignored, although their relative importance, as com-
pared with the purely Eastern elements in the arts of Russia, is
disputed among art historians. Thus Viollet-le-Duc arrives at the
conclusion that Russian art may be considered as a composite
(un composé) of elements borrowed from the East to the almost
complete exclusion of all others. Russian art appears to him to
be the product of three principal elements which constitute its
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base; the local Scythian element, the Byzantine, and the Mongol.
The East, he holds, furnished nine-tenths of these elements.?

On the other hand, a number of Russian art historians main-
tain that the West, and, particularly Scandinavia, exercised a
more marked influence on the art of Russia than is commonly
supposed. They do not confine this influence to periods later
than the sixteenth century, when it became indisputably ap-
parent.

This West European influence is a factor which some art his-
torians underestimate. Russia from the early days of her history
was influenced by Romanesque art (at Vladimir), the Italian
Renaissance (the early Moscow Kremlin), and the Italian-
Polish-German phases of the baroque (the churches of the so-
called Naryshkin style at the end of the seventeenth century
and the churches and palaces of the eighteenth ). Russian art was
thus affected by all phases of Western art, with the excep-
tion, perhaps, of Gothic architecture, the birth and development
of which practically coincides with the period of the Tatar con-
quest and domination of Russia.

From the middle of the seventeenth century these Western
influences, which for a long time were sporadic and superficial,
assumed a more and more dominant role at the expense of the
Byzantine traditions. Icon painting gave way to the painting
of portraits; the shops of the Oruzheinaya Palata® became
crowded with foreign artists and craftsmen. The art of the
“Friazin”—that is, the Frankish or West European art—triumphed
over that of Byzantium.

It is clear that in the formation of her national art Russia
was subjugated to many influences. We shall find evidence,
however, that these influences were not merely imported, but
usually reworked and recreated. In the apparent predominance

2 L’Art russe, ses origines ses elements constitutifs, son apogee, son avenir, 88.

3 The Hall of Arms, located in the Moscow Kremlin, is the oldest museum in
Russia, housing the finest collections of Russian decorative art. (See Chapter
DX,
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of the Byzantine element we must not lose sight of the fact
that Russia went for inspiration to the very same cultures by
which Byzantium herself had been inspired—the Far East,
Persia, and Asia Minor.

We must also note that Russia never relinquished her indig-
enous elements or distinctive creations. No historical shock,
however violent or harsh, completely broke the chain of con-
tinuity. There were interruptions, yet they always permitted,
even stimulated, a resumption. Ideas, styles, and techniques were
accepted, first from one side, then from another, but they were
only elements to be adjusted to the established Russian practice,
sooner or later becoming absorbed into it.

Recognition of the extraordinary number of facets and the
complexity of the Russian cultural phenomena leads to the con-
clusion that Russian art is the result of many centuries of work
and that it was created by the genius of the Great Russian race
influenced by a number of foreign races and cultures, yet always
remaining unmistakably Russian. We are thus justified in de-
fining Russian art as those works which were produced in Rus-
sia, at first under the patronage of the native princes, tsars, and
wealthy merchants, and later in response to religious and na-
tional sentiment. A Russian woodcarving or piece of jewelry may
be Scythian, Sarmatian, or Byzantine or it may be Persian or
Hindu in character; it may be conceived in a Western or East-
ern style, but the signature of the Russian creativity is there for
all to see. The combined influences of the soil, the landscape,
the climate, religion, and history have transmuted the diverse
foreign elements and out of them have created an art which is
quite distinct from any other.

The Russian Selective Faculty
The close contacts with neighboring cultures proved to be of
inestimable value, for they brought familiarity with the genius
of many races and with the arts of diverse civilization. Geo-
graphical situation, circumstances, and national character and
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temperament have made the Russian artist particularly fit to
receive, study, develop, and transform the mingled contributions
of the East, the South, and the West. There is much evidence
of remarkable discernment in the selection of foreign art con-
cepts and great ability in remolding borrowed forms, imbuing
them with a spirit entirely their own.

In spiritual, intellectual, and artistic matters the Russian has
always been independent. This was demonstrated as early as
the tenth century, when Russia took over the Christian faith
from Byzantium, together with its dogma, rites, and art. In
religion, art, administration, and jurisprudence it was Byzan-
tium that prevailed at first. But, instead of being overwhelmed
by Byzantium from the moment that Orthodoxy was established
in Kiev, Russia began to dominate more and more. What Russia
took from Byzantium, she took by her own free choice, always
conscious and appreciative of the spiritual and aesthetic values
of the Mother Church. But she did not remain under Byzantine
influence for long. By the second half of the fifteenth century,
when Russia assumed the role of defender of true Orthodoxy,
she began to draw more and more from her own resources, and
her art was rapidly developed into something intrinsically Rus-
sian.

It is admittedly difficult to determine just which of the old art
objects are purely Russian, because throughout her long form-
ative years ancient Russia was a conglomeration of inde-
pendent and semi-independent principalities, continually break-
ing loose from one another, to be reunited under new rulers.
The seat of political power shifted throughout the early centuries
of Russian history: from Novgorod in the north to Kiev in the
southwest to Vladimir-Suzdal in the northeast, and thence to
Moscow. Successful princes or chieftains, who rebelled against
the central authority and founded principalities of their own,
sought to eclipse the splendor of their former suzerains and
copied the monuments of the older capitals. They comman-
deered artists and craftsmen from afar or attracted them by the

7
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prospect of lucrative employment. As the central government
transferred its residence from one province to another, the art of
widely different lands was imported and stimulated by court
and church patronage, setting the fashion for the satellite princi-
palities. Russian art ebbed and flowed with the tide of fortune,
rising to great heights and suffering periods of decline, but was
never entirely submerged, since its strength was sustained and
constantly replenished from the rich reservoir of religious mysti-
cism, racial experience, and ideas, and its artists were endowed
with the gift for expressing that which moved them deeply.

Some art historians liken Russia to a battleground on which
the antagonistic influences of ancient Greece, Byzantium, the
East, and the West clashed and fought. Their theses vary, de-
pending on their personal persuasion: some hold that Russian
art is primarily Byzantine with an admixture of Far Eastern
elements, others, such as Viollet-le-Duc, maintain that it is nine-
tenths Oriental. There are those who claim that it took the com-
bined and very powerful influence of Persian and Western art to
free Russia from Byzantine traditions. The truth is that none of
those premises is fully justified; it was to Russia herself that this
liberation was due. She was never content just to sit back and ab-
sorb the various art currents which, owing to her geographical
situation near the three great cultural centers, were constantly
pouring into the stream of Russian art. Russia herself was forever
drawing upon her own national substance.

Assimilation and Transformation
of Foreign Cultures

As we have pointed out, the Russians were subjected to many
influences, but always showed discrimination in selection, prov-
ing themselves to be clever adapters and thorough assimilators.
Their predilections, their main leanings seem to have been un-
mistakably Eastern, but the outstanding fact is that, from the
heterogeneous elements which they assimilated, a distinct, orig-
inal, and national art was formed. The evidence of that distinct

8
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style, characteristically different from the various origins which
may have produced it, can be easily seen in the many examples
of Russian art that have come down to us.

Viollet-le-Duc has aptly remarked that Russia has been one
of the laboratories in which arts coming from all points of Asia
and Europe have been united to form a combination intermedi-
ate between the Eastern and the Western worlds.* The Byzantine
element is mixed with the Persian, the Scandinavian with the
Mongol, the Romanesque with the Turanian, but the result is
neither Byzantine, Hindu, nor Persian: it is Russian. “Amongst
the diverse origins of Russian art,” says Viollet-le-Duc, “Byzan-
tine art certainly holds the principal place; but from a time
already far distant, other elements belonging to Asia may be
perceived—principally in ornament. These Asiatic elements take
a more important place when Constantinople is no longer the
seat of the Eastern empire, and when the Mongols dominate
over Russia without, however, altogether displacing the essential
principles of Byzantine structure in architecture and the hier-
atism of religious painting.

“Without mentioning the secondary elements which appear
in Russian art, the two origins that have just been named—the
one purely Byzantine and the other Asiatic—dominate, in differ-
ent proportions it is true, but constitute the base of this Russian
art. These proportions may be modified, and have often been,
without destroying the unity, for the reason that has been al-
ready pointed out: that Byzantine art is itself a composite in
which the Asiatic elements largely enter.”

As a matter of fact, from very early times the Byzantine in-
fluence was opposed and effectively fought by Eastern influ-
ences. The Dnieper with its orientation towards Byzantium had
a powerful rival in the Volga and the Caspian Sea—the great
trade route towards the Orient. We know that, as early as in the
twelfth century, the Vladimir-Suzdal principality maintained

4 L’Art russe, 58.
5 Ibid., 150.
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close relations with the civilizations of Transcaucasia, Georgia,
and Armenia. A few centuries later, when Russia won its free-
dom from the Tatar domination, Moscow reopened the Volga
route to carry on commerce with Persia. Thus Russia maintained
for ages its contact with Eastern cultures and borrowed many
a decorative motif from them.

Asiatic influence upon Russian art was so great that, after
the Tatar yoke was thrown off, Asia’s influence still dominated
every other, resulting in works whose originality marks a new
period, the longest and most splendid of all those that can be
determined precisely in the artistic history of Russia. Thus, while
the Eastern empire was disintegrating, while Byzantium was
falling into the hands of the Turks, Russia, vigorous and pros-
perous, was creating an art superbly original and fruitful with
masterpieces in architecture, iconography, metalwork, enamels,
ceramics, and embroideries.

The special charm and peculiarity of old Russian art lies in
the integration of West European art with the Far Eastern and
Persian, and this is especially true of its decorative art. This
unique interpretation and amalgamation, this union in which,
as a rule, the Eastern element proved the more tenacious, not
only produced the fine specimens of ecclesiastical woodcarving
and enamels in the seventeenth century, but continued far into
those periods in which Russian art had begun to attract the
attention of European connoisseurs.

Foreign artists and craftsmen have worked in Russia at all
times and in all branches of art. They were of diverse nation-
alities, adherents of various faiths, but most of them succumbed
to the spell of the country and let themselves be conquered by
her spirit and traditions. They adapted their style not only to
the peculiar environmental conditions, but to the whole atmos-
phere which they found in Russia. Indeed, many of them forgot
the land of their origin and became thoroughly Russified.

The Russians in turn appropriated and gave substance to the
ideas and teachings of their foreign artists, incorporating them
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into the national art. They were never content merely to copy
the foreign models, but always adapted them to their own needs,
tastes, and traditions. In this way the form of Byzantine archi-
tecture were refashioned and accomodated to the requirements
of a northern climate, and the decorative elements of the Italian
Renaissance were transformed and mixed with the native Rus-
sian motifs.

Russia owes much of her cultural development to the foreign
elements in her population; she is also indebted to those neigh-
boring lands which had outlet markets in Russia. Such foreign
marts were maintained in Olbia, Khersonesus, and Theodosia
(Kaffa), as well as Kiev, Smolensk, Itil, and other cities. But at
the same time, Russian-made art objects were being shipped
abroad as early as the end of the twelfth century. It is also a
curious fact that a great many pieces of Russian silver jewelry,
especially earrings, buttons, and buckles of the twelfth to the
thirteenth centuries, were found in the Kuban province. Evi-
dently the Tmutorokanian principality® contained many Rus-
sian settlements which greatly influenced the local tastes in

finery.

The Uneven Development of the Various Arts

It remains for us to examine the effect of the general tenden-
cies of Russian art on the development of the graphic and plastic
arts. This development seems to have been quite unequal. At a
time when the arts of the great West European countries were
developing as complete units—that is, when architecture, paint-
ing, and sculpture were flourishing simultaneously—certain
phases of Russian art seem to have suffered from lack of nourish-
ment. The richness of its architecture and decorative arts con-
trasts very sharply with the poverty of its sculpture.

Sculpture in the round was comparatively rare and was prac-
ticed only stealthily up to the time of Peter the Great; its real
development began in the second half of the eighteenth century

6 In the Taman Peninsula, established ca. A.p. 825.
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in the reign of Catherine II. This delayed emergence of the art
of sculpture is explained by the attitude of the Russian Orthodox
church towards the representation of the saintly figures in the
round.

The fear of a possible return of idol worship had sunk too
deeply into the consciousness of the upper ranks of the clergy for
them to permit sculptured images in the church. Orthodox rulers
suppressed the heresies of their laxer predecessors, while high
religious authority did not hesitate to use its great powers in
upholding the ban and excluding from the precincts of the church
any sculptured representations of the saints. We must remember
also that the art of the Orient and Byzantium, from which Rus-
sia derived so much, traditionally preferred the use of low-
relief ornament and polychrome decoration to sculpture in the
round. Moreover, good stone and marble materials suitable for
sculpture were comparatively rare, and the predominance of
wood and brick architecture were not favorable to the develop-
ment of monumental statuary.

Whatever the reasons may be, the fact remains that, unlike her
European neighbors, Russia, up to the middle of the eighteenth
century, had done very little in the field of sculpture. With the
exception of the low-relief stone carvings that decorate the
churches of the Vladimir-Suzdal region,” sculpture is almost
entirely absent from the facades of Russian ecclesiastical build-
ings. Nor did ancient Russia indulge in funerary sculpture, an
art which, at the end of the Middle Ages and during the Ren-
aissance, played such an important role in the West. This is one
of the most conspicuous gaps in ancient Russian art.

Painting, on the other hand, benefited from the relative pau-
city of sculpture. The iconographic role played by sculpture in
the Western churches—the didactic function of the sculptured
tympanums and portals of the great Romanesque and Gothic
cathedrals—was assigned by the Russian churches to the art of

7 The sculptured stone wall decorations of the St. Dmitri Cathedral, Vladimir
(1194-97) and the St. George Cathedral, Yuriev-Polski (1230-34).
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the fresco. The monumental painting, which replaces the
stained-glass windows of the Gothic churches; profited from
certain characteristics of Russian church architecture. The
churches of Russia created especially favorable conditions for
the development of fresco painting, in that their walls, in con-
trast to those of European churches, provided much larger sur-
faces for painting. Thus the walls of the Uspensky Cathedral in
the Kremlin and the vast wall spaces of the Yaroslavl churches
are entirely covered with frescoes.

The most striking characteristics of pre-revolutionary Russian
painting is the division of this art into two fields: Iconopis” and
zhivopis’, which are diametrically opposite to each other. Icon-
opis—the painting of icons® which was Byzantine in its origin
—dealt with religious subjects only, did not know any other
techniques than the fresco and distemper painting, and limited
itself to the reproduction of the traditional representations of
the saints without ever using the living model. Zhivopis'—nat-
uralistic painting, introduced into Russia at the end of the seven-
teenth century by West European painters—is on the other hand
characterized by the predominance of secular subjects, the tech-
nique of oil, and the study of nature.

Originality of Native Architecture

It is in the field of architecture and the decorative arts that
Russia revealed her greatest originality, expressing herself with
distinction and imagination. In earlier times wooden struc-

8 Icon—from the Greek word eikon meaning image or picture. The Russian
religious picture is called ikona or obraz (pl. ikony or obrazy), signifying pri-
marily a likeness (podobiye) but not a realistic portrait. Originally, the Byzantines
applied the term “icon” to every depiction of Christ, the Virgin, a saint, or an
incident in the Holy Writ, whether carved or painted, movable or monumental,
and whatever the technique in which it was executed. The modern Orthodox
church, however, tends to restrict the use of the term to small movable pictures,
and this is the meaning it bears in art history.

The Russian icon may be defined as a representation of a sacred subject on
a portable plaque of wood or on a metal plate, no matter what the technique
employed—painting on wood surfaced with plaster, enamelwork, or mosaic; it
is usually painted on a block of nonresinous wood with tempera colors.
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tures were favored, and in her “wooden age,” she originated
and developed certain basic forms, later to be echoed in ma-
sonry. In the larger centers wooden and masonry architecture
developed side by side, one stimulating and gratifying the love
for verticality and slenderness, the other satisfying a yearning
for massiveness, monumentality, and lavish decoration in the
expression of power and splendor. The Western world knows
relatively little of Russia’s architecture, especially the ancient
wooden structures. The few remaining examples of these testify
to the skill and taste of her builders in the composition and
grouping of the architectural masses, the keen sense of propor-
tion, expressiveness, and silhouette and the gift for merging and
harmonizing the building ensemble with the landscape. It is
especially in this field that the Russian architect demonstrated
his great talents for selection and adoption. Far from copying
the forms of Byzantium, Italy, or Greece, he adjusted them in-
geniously to the exigencies of a harsher climate. He reduced
the size of the openings and sharpened the pitch of the roof in
order to provide better drainage and prevent the accumulation
of snow. He replaced the flat, semispherical Byzantine dome,
designed for the arid lands of the South, with a bulbous onion-
shaped cupola or a pyramid-like spire in the shape of a tent,
borrowed from the wooden architecture of the North—forms
far better suited to a land of heavy rains and snow.

In the masonry architecture of Russia, which is mostly brick,
the architect utilized the lay and bond of the brick, stucco,
or polychrome revetments for decorative effect. Polychrome
architecture, lavish in its use of varicolored materials, displays
the Russian architect’s natural predilection for vivid colors. The
development of glazes and enamels in designs appropriate to this
medium was fostered in architectural ornament. The enamel
protected the brick from disintegration and at the same time
created an opportunity for beauty of surface, color, and pattern.
The elaborate polychrome tile revetments of Patriarch Nikon’s
time were never relinquished by Russian architects, and the
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enameled brick ornament also found application in the churches
of Moscow and Yaroslavl, notably in the churches of St. Peter
and Paul and St. John the Baptist in Yaroslavl. The walls of the
apses of St. John are entirely covered with enameled brick pat-
terns, presenting a rich array of designs done with a skill and
finish that demonstrate a remarkable feeling for harmony and
color.

The Decorative Arts

Decorative art is probably the only other field in which the
Russian artistic genius expressed itself as brilliantly as it did in
architecture. The explanation is to be found in the fact that
these fields are so closely interrelated that it is often difficult
to determine just where the creative function of architecture
ends and the art of decoration begins. Russia’s role in the de-
velopment of the arts of decoration is particularly interesting
because from the very early periods and in all branches of deco-
rative art Russia has shown the combination of the two aptitudes
we have aready noted: on the one hand, there is an undeniable
native creative genius; on the other, great facility in assimilating
foreign cultural contributions. Although these capacities could
be mutually contradictory, combined they are productive of
great achievements. A widespread and expert appreciation of
beauty sustained craftsmanship through the ages. The necessary
materials were available within the country, and for many cen-
turies there had been a taste for ornament, a well-developed art
of personal adornment, and a great love of color.

Decoration has often been singled out as Russia’s most notable
artistic achievement. Her craftsmen attained great skill in many
media, and her designers through the ages developed a number
of patterns based on a few fundamentally national themes which
were remarkably viable and prolific. They demonstrated great
adeptness in originating and controlling complex and involved
groups of motifs and patterns. At the same time they displayed
a gift for the dramatic exploitation of expressive silhouette.
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Imaginative schemes control the distribution and organization
of ornament. The various elements are definitely separated yet
clearly related. The decorative motifs, the elements employed
in organizing the design, are often geometrical. But geometrical
ornament, in whatever form it occurs, rarely stands alone. It
is nearly always combined or overlaid with floral and animal
forms which constitute the bulk of the actual decorative ma-
terial. Real and fantastic animals wind through the scrolling,
leafy mazes. For the sake of ornamental effect, the artist does
not hesitate to place his animals in attitides which, though
sometimes taken from nature, are immoderately exaggerated
and often quite fantastic. Shapes are denaturalized and treated
as elements of ornament. The main principle is the purely deco-
rative treatment of the animal figure. The vine pattern in its
many elaborations is also a constant resource. Every phase of it
appears, from the simple undulating stem to complex projec-
tions of winding branches bearing fantastic leaves and blossoms.

Animal life has been the dominant theme of Russian artists
since time immemorial, and it has always been dramatically ex-
ploited. Where natural fauna failed to give sufficient oppor-
tunity for heightened effect, some of the old mythical beasts
were introduced, including the griffin and the legendary birds
of Russian folklore, the sirin and the alconost.® In early days it
was common practice to shape the extremities of animals as
birds’ or griffins’ heads. Later the animals developed floriate
extensions, and leaves and blossoms were even substituted for
natural attributes. But a more effective and characteristic
method was to employ the two motifs simultaneously. The feel-
ing of struggle and entanglement so prominent in the Scythian
animal style gave way to a more subtle relation. The friezes of
coursing animals that ornament the vases, jars, and plates are
detached from the foliated background, although enriched and

9 Sirin, Sirina, is the fabulous creature of Russian folklore, half-man, half-
bird, inhabiting paradise and entertaining the righteous with sweet singing.
Alconost is the frightful bird-like creature inhabiting hell, and torturing the
damned with her terrible screeching.
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bound together by it. The two elements maintain a separate ex-
istence that permits the fullest exploitation of the decorative
values of each.

That Russia should have sustained an intense and unflagging
enthusiasm for barbaric magnificence and colorful art is en-
tirely in character, for Russians love solid splendor and bright
hues. The enameled tiled surfaces of their buildings, the gor-
geous mosaics, the cloths of gold and silver, the richly colored
jewels which in the great days made every court gathering
gleam and sparkle, all cater to this taste for imposing beauty.
The enduring artistic value of these objects, some of which are
shown in this book, indicate that they were created by superb
craftsmen. They were, as Maxim Gorky said, “. . . the potters,
blacksmiths, goldsmiths, enamelers, men and women weavers,
stonemasons, carpenters, carvers in wood and ivory, gunsmiths,
painters, embroiderers, seamstresses, and tailors—the people
who made the beautiful things that fill the museums and glad-
den the eye.”

The love of ornament and of splashes of vivid color is also
found in the simple Russian peasant. It expressed itself in the
decoration of his modest log cabin (izba ), his household utensils,
implements, and tools. We have benches and tables, beakers and
goblets, flasks, jugs and pots, bowls and ladles, platters, basins
of all sizes, shaft-bows and yokes, torch holders and candle-
sticks, all embodying centuries of popular aesthetic experience.
Nor do these exhaust the list, for the peasant craftsman’s art be-
came the partner of building, supplying carved posts, balusters,
moldings, elements of comices and gables, window and door
frames and grills.

Some of the commonest utensils are rendered with subtle
variations and innovations, while certain others are peculiar to
a region. Vessels were also made for entertainment, fun, and
delight, often too fragile for everyday use. Utility may have
been an “excuse,” but humor and delight were their real purpose.

Decorative design is deeply rooted in popular feeling; the
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creative spirit of the people was kept alive even in the remotest
villages. There craftsmanship was very active, and the imple-
ments and utensils of daily use were made, carved, and colored
by the villagers themselves. One can still admire the touch of
the craftsman in the carving of homemade looms and distaffs,
the design of linen printing blocks, and the carving of window
frames. In the northern provinces laces and embroidery were
produced in designs that speak eloquently of the people’s nat-
ural bent for ornamental art. In these designs the motifs of
humans, beasts, and birds are treated with an austere decorative-
ness, while the Ukrainian needlework has a certain softness and
delicacy in its free-flowing, playful, and luxurious design.

Needlework found many applications in the church. The an-
cient monastery sacristies have preserved for us wondrously
worked and embroidered ecclesiastical vestments, altar cloths,
and shrouds. Quite often these embroidered pieces, in beauty
of composition, finesse of workmanship, and the intrinsic value
of their materials, rival those of some of the best icons. In the
region of Northern Dvina, in some small church isolated from
the world by swamps, one might find elaborately carved icon
frames, with six-winged seraphs and patterns that flow in en-
chanting rhythms. Humble village churches of the Far North
preserved carved iconostases, royal doors, lecterns, candle
chests, and other bits of decorative carving that never fail to
impress the visitor with their “primitive” beauty and charm, and
with the taste and dexterity of those village carpenters and
woodcarvers, who, with the simplest of tools, could transform
those modest interiors into places of sheer delight. The work
of these craftsmen had its roots in the distant past and represents
the best traditions of folk art; it has given rise to the real
masterpieces in the higher forms of Russian art.
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Geographical Setting

’_J HE HIsTORY and character of Russia’s culture and art are so

intimately connected with the physical features of the land
that we cannot conceive of them apart from their geographical
background. We need not enter here into a detailed description,
but it will be useful to grasp some of the main features which
went to make the culture of Russia what it was.

We can benefit greatly by following the examples of Kliu-
chevsky and Rambaud® in tracing the influence of the plains,
forests, and rivers upon the culture of Russia. These are the
three basic elements of the physical nature of the land; jointly
and separately they played an active part in shaping the coun-
try’s life and culture.

The Plains and the Forests

The plains of Russia extend into the heart of the Eurasian
continent until they reach the mountain masses of central Asia.
There is no real natural barrier between the two continents, for
the Ural mountain chain is nothing more than a median line that
is arbitrarily accepted as a boundary between European and
Asiatic Russia. The boundless spaces of the north are largely
covered with thick forests, and to the south stretch out the in-
terminable steppes. It is for this reason that Russia is rightly
described by Kliuchevsky as “a land of transition, an interme-

1V. Kliuchevsky, Kurs Russkoi istorii, I, Lecture III; A. Rambaud, History
of Russia, I, 17-31.
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diary between two separate worlds. Culture has linked her in-
dissolubly to Europe, but nature has imposed upon her certain
features and influences which have drawn her to Asia, and Asia
to her.” It is this, perhaps, which accounts for the complexity
and diversity of the Russian art elements.

The forests with which northern Russia abounds, and which
for many centuries were the setting of Russian life, played a
great role in the development and conditioning of Russian cul-
ture. The forest rendered many valuable services to the early
settler; it provided pine and oak timber for his house and church;
it furnished firewood for his hearth; it lighted his home with
birchbark torches or pine kindling; it gave him bast for his shoes;
and it furnished him with primitive agricultural and house-
hold utensils.® For countless generations, the entire utilitarian
and artistic environment of the Russian peasant was fashioned of
wood, and this constant close contact with the surrounding, all-
enveloping forests contributed richly to the sylvan lore, the arts
of woodcraft, and the great skill of the Russian carpenter. Build-
ing in wood acquired a very special place in Russian architec-
ture, its distinctive and most typical forms being closely bound
up, in their origin, with the products of the forest, with the es-
sential virtues and limitations of wood.

The relative scarcity of stone on Russia’s vast plains had much
influence on the development of architecture and sculpture. The
pre-Petrine architecture of the country was, for the most part,
wooden. Public buildings were, as a rule, of oak and pine—of
brick only in the larger centers. The old churches, the mansions
of the boyars and the palaces of the tsars, the stockades, and the
watchtowers and ramparts of the towns were of wood, and there-
fore the Russian villages and most of the towns were subject
to frequent fires that periodically destroyed the old architectural
monuments. The wooden buildings of ancient Russia, because of
the limitations inherent in the material, never assumed the im-
posing dimensions of the castles of France or England or of the

2 Kliuchevsky, Kurs Russkoi istorii, I, 46. 3 Ibid., 70-72.
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Rhenish cathedrals. In comparison, the old churches of Russia
are small. It has been only since the conquest of the Baltic and
the Black Sea that stone architecture has become prevalent.

It has already been noted that the rarity of good stone and
marble affected the development of sculpture. Wood or even
brick architecture is not exactly favorable to the development
of monumental statuary. The Russian sculptor, of necessity, had
to concentrate on the use of wood which, because of its natural
properties, dictated its own peculiar techniques, restricting the
development of sculpture in the round in favor of low relief
carving.

The Waterways

In a country as vast as Russia the waterways have always
been of paramount importance; for many centuries they were the
only means of communication. Russia’s rivers, the great arteries
with which she is so well endowed, are long, deep, wide, and
sinuous, flowing in many directions. In their capacity as trade
routes they fostered the growth of commerce and contributed
to the development of cultural centers. Russian colonization,
trade, and culture everywhere followed the course of the waters.

The tableland of the Valdai is the dominant point in the river
system. Here are located the headwaters of all the great rivers,
the chief tributaries of Russia’s four seas. Near this tableland
are the sources of the Volga, which ultimately reaches the Cas-
pian; the Dnieper, flowing to the Black Sea; the Western Dvina,
which runs into the Baltic; the Velikaia; the Volkhov; the rivers
forming Lake Ilmen; and those which feed Lakes Ladoga and
Onega. A glance at the map will show that the Dnieper and the
Volga flow south and east—a course which has had its influence
on the development of Russian political, economical, and cul-
tural history. This history, indeed, begins in the northwest, near
the Valdai hills; the old commercial cities of Novgorod and Pskov
are situated on the Volkhov and Lake Peipus respectively. Their
connection with the Baltic Sea is a network of rivers and lakes
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which terminates in the Neva, a short but very wide river on
which St. Petersburg (Leningrad ), a modern counterpart of an-
cient Novgorod, was founded in 1703 by Peter the Great.

It is mainly to the Dnieper that ancient Russia owed its con-
tact with northwestern and southeastern Europe. From the
northwest, as S. M. Solov’ev points out, came the ruling princes
of Russia; from the southeast, Christianity was received.* The
Dnieper was the main link in the waterway system known as
“the great way from the Varangian land to the Greeks,” which
led from the Gulf of Finland through the Neva, Lake Ladoga,
the Volkhov, and Lake Ilmen to the Lovat River; thence by
small, shallow streams and across some portages to the Western
Dvina, the Dnieper, and finally to the Black Sea and the
“Greeks,” that is, Byzantium.

The great mass of the Slavonic population occupied the west-
ern half of the Russian plain, and it was by the great river Dnie-
per, which bisects this plain from north to south, that the crafts,
industry, and commerce of the population were governed. Be-
cause in those days rivers afforded the only means of communi-
cation from point to point, the Dnieper became the principal
industrial artery of the western half of the plain. It had close
communication, through its sources, with the Western Dvina
and the basin of Lake Ilmen (the two most important routes to
the Baltic), while its lower portion united the central plateau
and the shores of the Black Sea; its tributaries, stretching far to
right and left and serving as paths of approach to the main road,
made the Dnieper region accessible, on one side, from the basins
of the Dniester and Vistula, and, on the other, from those of
the Volga and Don, that is, from the Caspian and the Sea of
Azov. All this served from earliest times to make the Dnieper a
busy trade route, and it became still more so under the influence
of the Greek colonies, with which the northern shores of the
Black Sea and the eastern shore of the Sea of A7ov were dotted
several centuries before our era. Southern Russia exported grain,

4 Istoriya Rossii s drevneishikh vremen, I, 19.
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fish, and honey, receiving in exchange from the Greeks manu-
factured articles and art objects. Thus the Greek colonies in
the Crimea became the advance posts of Hellenic civilization,
and the Greek cultural influence preceded that of Byzantium by
more than one thousand years.

Kievan Russia, comprising the provinces of the Dnieper Basin,
was oriented along the river’s course, and its commercial and
cultural life was turned toward the Byzantine Empire. It was
by the Dnieper that the fleets of war and commerce descended
towards Constantinople and that the Byzantine civilization and
Christianity reached Kiev.

Centuries later—when the political center of medieval Russia
shifted, first to the Vladimir-Suzdal region and then to Moscow
—the Volga became prominent in shaping the destinies of the
future empire. The central artery of the country, “Mother Volga™
exercised a powerful influence on Russian medieval, political and
cultural history. The basin of the Volga and its tributaries (the
Oka and the Kama), the Russian Mesopotamia, was the nodal
point of Moscow colonization, industry, and cultural life. It in-
cluded nearly the whole of sixteenth-century Russia and
played a most important role in the development and fortunes of
the land. To quote Rambaud, “From the day that the Grand
Princes established their capital on the Moskva, a tributary of
the Oka and sub-tributary of the Volga, Russia turned to the
East, and began her struggle with the Turks and Tatars. The
Dnieper drew Russia towards Constantinople and made her
Byzantine, the Volga exerted its pull towards the Orient and
made her Asiatic; and it was for the Neva (in later years) to
make her European. The whole cultural and aesthetic history of
this country was influenced by her three great rivers, and it
could be justifiably divided into three periods: that of the
Dnieper with Kiev, that of the Volga with Moscow, that of the
Neva with Novgorod in the eighth century and St. Petersburg
in the eighteenth.”™

5 Rambaud, History of Russia, 27-28.
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The Principal Artistic Centers

The network of waterways, the great river systems, were im-
portant factors in fostering interstate and foreign trade and facili-
tating communications between the various sections of the vast
land, but at the same time the long, cold winters, which freeze
the rivers and interrupt navigation for months at a time, greatly
retard all activities. Above all, the in-between periods of season
changes, the spring thaws and the heavy autumn rains which
flood the plains, used to transform the land into one vast sea
of mud and make roads impassable. Besides, the enormous waste
spaces unfit for civilization, the frozen tundras bordering on
the Arctic Ocean, the salt-impregnated marshes of the Black
and Caspian Sea regions, were factors contributing to the un-
equal distribution of the population. All this, in ancient times,
resulted in the concentration of the population in relatively few
centers.

The urban population, in contrast to the rural, was relatively
small, and the few large cities were like isolated intellectual
oases in the immense expanses of the backward rural country-
side. Those familiar with Russian literature of the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries will remember the frequent plain-
tive reference to this hinterland (glush) as the land of mental
stupor, intellectual inertia, vegetating life, ennui, and stagnation.

This isolation of the cultural centers and the unequal distri-
bution of population had an enormous effect on the unity and
homogeneity of the artistic life of Russia. The cultural life of the
upper and lower classes followed divergent trends aggravated
by social cleavage. The arts and the crafts developed along two
different and distinct lines. On the one hand was the art of the
city, the sophisticated art of the Russian upper classes; on the
other were the rustic arts and crafts of the common people,
the peasantry, engendered and fostered in the quietness of the
glush and nourished by racial experiences and centuries of tra-
dition. Shut off from the large intellectual centers by the physical
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barriers of dense forests and marshlands, the vast slow-moving
hinterland developed a singularly homogeneous culture which
endowed its primitive art with fresh simplicity and a definite in-
digenous character.

The urban artistic centers were very few in number, and
artistic activity was usually concentrated in one region or one
city at a time. After the decline and fall of Kiev, art emigrated
to the Vladimir-Suzdal region, then to Moscow, and later to
St. Petersburg. When the torch of learning and art was extin-
guished in one center, it was lit in another.

As may perhaps be expected, the finest and most inspiring
periods of Russian art and crafts were also the periods of re-
newed enthusiasm and quickened spirit. The establishment of a
new political center, the advent of a strong ruler or a new
dynasty almost invariably caused an upward sweep of the
artistic curve. On the other hand, decline followed fast upon
the waning powers of the state, tsar, or emperor.

If we follow the evolution of Russian art across the centuries,
from antiquity to our own days, we find four successive centers,
or foci of art:

1. The Crimea and the northern shores of the Black Sea.

2. The region adjoining “the great way from the Varangian
land to the Greeks,” that is, from Scandinavia to Byzantium via
Novgorod and Kiev.

3. The region of Moscow, comprising the basin of the Upper
Volga and the Oka with the cities of Vladimir, Moscow, Yaro-
slavl and Rostov.

4. The region of St. Petersburg (Leningrad) and Moscow
again.
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III

The Scythians and Greeks in South Russia

r]FHE ESTABLISHMENT of a settled order in Russia is usually
assigned to the middle of the ninth century, and Russia’s
cultural beginnings are commonly dated from the tenth century,
when Christianity became the state religion. There is, however,
ample evidence that Russia, as an organized state, existed long
before the ninth century and formed part of the civilized world,
even in the classical period and the period of migrations.* Archae-
ological studies of the ancient cities of southern Russia reveal
that they were flourishing centers with an elaborate pagan
culture. They indicate an unbroken process of development of
the people who had occupied the region around the Dnieper,
to the east and west of it, from the Carpathians to the Don—a
continuity of culture in this territory from the Scythian to the
Kievan state. The objects which were found in the large ceme-
teries speak eloquently of the wealth and taste of the inhabitants
and the great commercial activities of that period.

The region of South Russia was a merging point of many influ-
ences—Oriental and Southern influences arriving by way of
western Asia, the Caucasus, and the Black Sea; Greek influ-
ences spreading along the Dnieper and the Don routes; and
Western influences passing down the great Danubian route—re-
sulting in the formation of mixed civilizations which in their
turn influenced Central Russia on the one hand and, on the other,

1 For the pre-Christian history of Russia and of the proto-Slavic and Slavic
people, see G. Vernadsky, Ancient Russia.
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Central Europe, especially the region of the Danube.? Here cul-
tures succeeded each other from prehistoric times onward: the
Cimmerian® yielding to Scythian, later to Sarmatian, Gothic, and
Hunno-Antic. It may be reasonably assumed that these cultures
did not vanish without leaving a trace, nor succeed one another
without intermingling. It is more likely that one culture overlaid
the other and that the survivors of the earlier population re-
mained in their former domains, even when the region was over-
run and subjugated by fresh intruders. The transmission and
diffusion of cultural stimuli between the Oriental and Greek
elements continued for centuries. The diffusion process was vast
and two-directional, so that Greek motifs and concepts which
were borrowed and reworked by Eastern peoples eventually
were adapted by the Eastern Slavs.

The beginnings of the Greek civilization of the Crimea and
the northern shores of the Black Sea date from about the same
time as the first appearance of the Scythians in South Russia.
The Greek outpost city of Olbia at the mouths of the rivers Bug
and Dniester (opposite the present city of Nikolaev) was
founded in 644 B.c. Shortly afterward a number of other cities
destined to play important roles, in the cultural history of ancient
Russia were founded. Among them the more important ones
were Khersonesus (Korsun'), close to the present city of Sevas-
topol; Palakion (Balaclava); Theodosia (Feodosiya); Panti-
capaeum, on the site of the city of Kerch; Tanais (Azov), at the
mouth of the Don; Scythian Naples (Neapol Skifsky ), near Sim-
feropol; and many others.*

The Greek cities played an important role in the development
of international commerce, serving as a link between the Medi-

2 M. Rostovtzeff, Iranians and Greeks in South Russia, 7.

3 The Cimmerians (1000—700 B.c.), until their conquest by the Scythians
(ca. 700 B.C.), were in control, for a considerable time, of the whole northern
littoral of the Black Sea from the Dniester River to the Kerch Strait. To them
belong the scanty remnants of bronze culture found in South Russia, dating
from the beginning of the first millennium before Christ.

4 For an illustrated study of the history, art, and architecture of these cities,
see V. F. Gaidukevich, Antichniye goroda severnogo prichernomor’ya.
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terranean and Eurasia. Some of them were large communities
in which not only commerce but also art and crafts flourished,
while in the neighboring regions agriculture achieved a high
level of productivity. Thus the Greek cities of the period became
important cultural centers in more than one aspect. They were,
moreover, closely bound to the cities of Greece proper as well
as to those of Asia Minor, remaining part of the Hellenic world
at large. They served therefore as a bridge between the Hellenic
world and the Scythians, paving the way for the Hellenization
of a considerable portion of the region and contributing no
little to the arts of the early Slavic people.

The origin, rise, and progress of the Scythians and how far
they are to be identified with the Slavs are questions best an-
swered by anthropologists, ethnologists, and archaeologists. Al-
though excavations of the Scythian burial sites have done much
to clarify their culture and constantly bring to light new facts, the
origin of the Scythians is still a matter of debate.” There are sev-
eral theories, each of which may have some validity, since it
seems that the name “Scythians” has been used to designate
tribes of various ethnic stock.

According to the Greek chroniclers, the Scythians originally
dwelled in northern Turkestan, and once were dominant in that
region; they belonged to the white race and spoke an Aryan or
Indo-European language. From Turkestan they spread outward
in many directions with momentous effect upon all surrounding
countries, forming the first wave of Oriental nomads to sweep
across the Black Earth region in historical times. The Scythian

5 M. Rostovtzeff has advanced the theory of the Iranian origin of the Scythians;
the Russian scholars V. V. Grigoriev, I. E. Zabelin, and D. 1. Ilovaisky suggest
that the Scythians must have been of Slavic origin. (See Ellis H. Minns, Scythians
and Greeks, 35 ff.). Zabelin believes that the Scythians were the ancestors of
the Slavs; he points to the striking resemblance of the figures—their features,
haircuts, and clothes—on the Kul-Oba and Nikopol vases to the modern Rus-
sians. (I. E. Zabelin, History of Russian Life in Russian, I). The Soviet academi-
cian B. D. Grekov also claims that genetically the Slavs are related to the Scyth-
ians, especially to the Scythian plowman. (B. D. Grekov, The Culture of Kiev
Rus, 18).
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hordes overran all of southern Russia and penetrated even to the
center of Europe. The ruling horde, the so-called Royal Scythi-
ans, was probably of Iranian origin; some of the auxiliary hordes
may have consisted of Ugrians and Mongols; and it is quite
possible that other groups known under the name of Scythians—
as, for example, the Scythian plowmen (Aroteres) and the Neuri
—were of proto-Slavic stock.®

By the sixth century B.c. the Scythians had firmly established
themselves in southern Russia and in the valley of the Kuban
and entered into trade with the Greek colonies on the shores of
the Black Sea. Their empire included within its domains a large
number of different tribes of Scythian origin in addition to many
different groups of subjugated people. As conquerors and as a
dominant minority, the Royal Scythians developed a highly effi-
cient military organization under the command of their king,
who possessed great power. Being nomads—warriors, hunters,
and cattle breeders—and preferring to preserve their nomadic
way of life, they chose to remain in the steppes stretching be-
tween the lower reaches of the Don and the Dnieper, a region
suitable for grazing and horse breeding but not for agriculture.
The agricultural sections of their empire had to pay tribute in
kind. For purposes of administration and tax collection the
Scythian state was divided into four provinces, each province
being subdivided into nomes or districts governed by tribal
chieftains.

In their prime (fifth and fourth centuries B.c.), the Scythians
were the masters of all the peoples of South Russia from the
Volga to the Bug and of a large part of the Danubian region.
These nomad warriors controlled the vital centers of the most
important river and overland routes for foreign and international
trade. Through the Greek cities of the northem shore of the
Black Sea, they were in constant contact with the Hellenic world

6 The Neuri were a tribe which inhabited an area between the upper Dniester
and the middle Dnieper rivers, the above area extending to the basins of the
western Bug and Vistula. This tribe is generally regarded as Slavic (Niederle,
Slavianskiye drevnosti, 36.)
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and carried on an important trade with the Greeks of Asia
Minor and the Balkan peninsula, exporting large quantities of
grain, hides, furs, and slaves. In return for this merchandise the
Scythians received Greek jewelry, metalwork, and pottery.

In their turn, the Greek colonies found it advantageous to
maintain friendly relations both with the Scythians and with
their successors, the Sarmatians. The prosperity of Olbia, Pan-
ticapaeum, and Khersonesus depended on the existence of a
stable kingdom in South Russia, guaranteeing these cities un-
molested commercial intercourse with the people inhabiting the
basins of the great rivers.

The Scythian domination of the steppes lasted some five cen-
turies. Their protracted stay in South Russia and the establish-
ment of relative peace and order resulted in the development
of material cultures combining elements of the indigenous
Greek culture and the Iranian elements brought by the con-
quering nomads, who, as we shall see, were endowed with an
acute artistic sense.

The Scythian People and their Culture

History has left us but little record of the early culture of the
Scythians. Our knowledge of them largely depends on secon-
dary sources, since the Scythians did not have a system of writing
or a coinage. Our firsthand information is, of necessity, based
on deductions derived from analyzing the great variety of ob-
jects found in their graves. These objects shed much light on
the Scythians” way of life, on their peculiar beliefs in the here-
after, and on their habits and occupations, but, above all, they
reveal the Scythians’ great artistic talents and help us to assess
their contributions to the art of southern Russia and Western
Europe.

Herodotus gave many details of their habits, occupations,
clothing, and arms, their behavior in warfare, their religious
belief, and funeral rites, but so incredible seemed his tales that,
until late in the nineteenth century, many scholars tended to
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dismiss them as utterly fantastic. However, recent archaeo-
logical discoveries have produced corroborative evidence to sup-
port many of his assertions. His description of the embalming
process and the funerary ceremonial has been largely confirmed
by the embalmed bodies and the various furnishings recently
found in the frozen tombs of the Pazyryk region in eastern
Altai.

According to Herodotus, the Scythians were polytheists, wor-
shiping a number of different gods and goddesses. Their main
devotions were paid to the great goddess, Tabiti-Vesta, the
goddess of fire and perhaps also of beasts. She alone figures in
their art, presiding at the taking of oaths, administering com-
munion, or anointing chieftains. Rostovtzeff found that she had
been worshiped in southern Russia long before the Scythians
appeared there.” In Scythian art she sometimes appears as half-
woman, half-serpent, sometimes standing, sometimes seated
between her sacred beasts, the raven and the dog, or sometimes
with an attendant or in conversation with a chieftain.

The great goddess is often shown seated on a throne while a
nomad chieftain stands before her prayerfully either to invoke
her help or else to be invested by her with regal powers. The
most impressive rendering of this scene of initiation or anoint-
ment appears on a felt hanging found in the Pazyryk Mound No.
5 in the eastern Altai region. There the goddess is shown seated
in majesty on a throne with a sacred tree set at her side, while
a mounted warrior faces her.

The ceremony of the sacred oaths taken by the Scythians, as
described by Herodotus, had some peculiar religious signifi-
cance. When the Scythians made a treaty and a solemn oath
had to be taken, “a large earthern bowl is filled with wine and
the parties to the oath, wounding themselves slightly with a
knife or an awl, drop some of their blood into the wine; then
plunge into the mixture a scimitar, some arrows, a battle-axe,
and a javelin, all the while repeating prayers; lastly the con-

7 Iranians and Greeks, 107.
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tracting parties drink each a draught from the bowl, as do
also the chief men among their followers.”

Herodotus also noted that the Scythians had no images, altars,
temples. Instead, they lavished much of their attention and
veneration on the tombs of their dead. Their burial rites, espe-
cially for their kings and chieftains, were elaborate, savage, and
cruel. The deceased was accompanied in his grave by one of the
royal concubines who was ceremoniously strangled on this oc-
casion, as were his servants, such as his cup bearer, his cook,
and head groom, and the horses which he had personally used
during his lifetime. His prized possessions and all that was
thought to be needed for future life were stored in his grave:
meat in large quantities in big caldrons, wine and olive oil in
large jars, insignia of his power (scepters, axes, and other re-
galia), his best arms, his best robes and ornaments, in fact, ob-
jects of all descriptions.” The profusion of gold and of rich jew-
elry found in the graves is impressive.

A characteristic aspect of the Scythian culture is the place-
ment of the departed’s horses about the funeral structure. The
graves of the archaic epoch from the Kuban district are espe-
cially characteristic: in them the horses encircled the tent-shaped
wooden tomb on all four sides.

The Scythian and Sarmatian domination in South Russia has
left us an illustrated record of the culture, arts, and customs of
that age. The more prosperous period of that age is well docu-
mented by the magnificent treasures which have come from the
rich tamuli (kurgany in Russian) scattered all over the steppes
and along the rivers of South Russia. A vast number of them
are located about the mouths of the Danube and the Dniester,
stretching upward along the Bug to Mogilev-Podolsky; along
the Dnieper and its tributaries up to Smela (west of the Dnieper,
near Cherkassy) and Romny (northeast of Kiev); all over Cri-

8 Herodotus, History, 225. 1423633

9 For a description of the ritual, see Herodotus, History, 225; Minns, Scyth-
ians and Greeks, 87-88; Rostovtzeft, Iranians and Greeks, 45.
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mea; along the Don and the shores of the Sea of Azov; and along
the Kuban and its tributaries as far as the Caspian Sea. Many
of these tumuli are concentrated around the various ancient set-
tlements, along the old trade routes and transfer points, and
some stretch out in belts near the sites of ancient Greek cities
and colonies. Nearly all of them show the same burial arrange-
ments, and in those which were not plundered soon after the bur-
ial a wealth of bejeweled arms, costly utensils, diadems, collars,
ornamental plaques, rings, and necklaces have been found. There
was much gold and silver in all of them, bronze being used only
for common utensils and iron for heavy arms and the chassis of
chariots. As a rule, the parade arms and vessels, the horse-trap-
pings and personal costume accessories were made either of
solid gold or covered with gold plaques.

Items that have come down to us, including the most utili-
tarian objects, arrest attention, first because of the skill with
which they were fashioned, and second because of the strongly
individual style of the animal representations with which most
are decorated. These figures reveal a preoccupation with the
animal world and an ability to express this world’s essential
features with a directness, ingenuity, and power that are sel-
dom found in nomadic art. Indeed, the animal forms which the
Scythians created are so alive and attractive that the modem
eve is instantly caught by them.

To the period of the latter part of the fourth centurv B.C. be-
long the most imposing tumuli of South Russia. The richest
among them are: Kul-Oba near Panticapaeum; Karagodeuashkh
in the neighborhood of Novorossisk; the graves to the east and
west of the lower Dnieper, Chertomlyk, and Solokha; the group
at Serogozy; the group on the middle Dnieper near Smela, prov-
ince of Kiev, and near Romny, province of Poltava, scattered
graves farther to the west near Ryzhanovka, province of Kiev;
and an interesting group on the middle Don.

To these must be added the treasures found in the graves
scattered all over Siberia and central Asia. Together they con-
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The Scythians and Greeks in South Russia

stitute a very important part of the decorative art collections
of Russia, and at the same time the most national, springing, as
it were, from the cradle of the race.

The Gold Treasure Gallery of the Hermitage Museum in Len-
ingrad, where the bulk of the finds has been concentrated, and
museums in Moscow, Kiev, Dniepropetrovsk and other cities pos-
sess rich collections of antiquities from the Scythian and Sar-
matian periods. The remains of these ancient cultures, in their
wealth of precious metals and their peculiar character, demon-
strate the diverse influences to which they had been exposed.
We can distinguish the Greek and Iranian elements, the im-
pulses emanating from the Caucasus and Asia Minor, and also
those from Western Europe. We find that, despite the particular
intensity of the Greek influence, an independent native ele-
ment, strong and indeed dominating, had been at work.
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Scythian Art

SCYTmAN ART is large in scope but relatively little known.
) The museums of Russia are filled with large quantities of
gold and silver plaques, reliefs, and full-round sculptures in
wood or bronze, sarcophagi, and domestic utensils; but the
study of this assortment of material from a bygone artistic
world is only in its preliminary stage. The greater part of the
objects, in Russian and other European collections, came from
chance finds or through excavations carried out during the nine-
teenth century. A number of graves were opened and robbed
by Russian treasure hunters in the seventeenth and the eight-
eenth centuries. Some, however, remained either hidden or
only partially plundered, while others have been but recently
discovered by Soviet archaeologists. Details of the discoveries
are usually meager. A truly scientific method of excavation has
been undertaken only in relatively recent times.

As excavations in Russia multiplied, producing ever more
examples of Scythian art, it became evident that the whole of
the Eurasian steppe had a life which stretched far back into
the past and that, in the Scythian period, all parts of it had
been linked by close and regular contacts.

The origin of Scythian art is much disputed. Rostovtzeff, who
analyzed the subject in great detail, is inclined to consider
central Asia the source of the style, A. M. Tallgren points to Rus-
sian Turkestan, G. Borovka to northern Siberia, H. Schmidt to
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the ancient Orient, and M. Ebert to Ionia and the coast of the
Black Sea.

The Soviet scholars M. I. Artamonov and S. A. Zhebelev have
yet another opinion. Concerning the Scythian or animal style,
they point out the presence in it, from early times, of elements
pertaining to all the above regions—especially the elements that
had penetrated from the East and then from the antique classical
world—built around a distinct indigenous core. Regarding the
features common to the art of the extensive territories where
the so-called Scytho-Siberian art prevailed, they point out that
both the Scythian and Siberian arts are characterized not only
by the diffusion of the same foreign influences but by the inter-
change of forms and motifs of indigenous origin. Stressing the
thesis that “in the first stages of its existence the animal style was
prevalent among the upper layers of barbarian society,” Arta-
monov and Zhebelev express the opinion that this art was stimu-
lated and developed by the need of decorating and embellishing
various objects of ceremony and parade.*

Other scholars believe that Scythian art is completely orig-
inal and autonomous, and tend to minimize the influences of
the outside world. As so often happens, the truth eludes exact
determination.

Scythian art came under the influence of both the Far East
and Greece, and the problem of its origin can be better under-
stood when we consider the extensive importation into Scythia
of Greek and Iranian objects of all kinds of various periods. As
we have already pointed out, Greek colonies existed in the Cri-
mea and along the northern shore of the Black Sea at a very early
time. Greek artists had workshops in those cities, where local
artists and craftsmen worked side by side with craftsmen from
metropolitan Greece or from the Greek cities in Asia Minor.

Nevertheless, while Greek influence was considerable, it did
not overwhelm the indigenous artistic idiom of a people whose

18S. I and N. M. Rudenko, Iskusstvo Skifov Alta’ya, 11.
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temperament differed greatly from that of the Greeks. Certainly
the Scythians’ reactions to these influences, in the course of
time, depended upon the circumstances and places in which they
were located. Drawing widely on available material, they were
stimulated by a variety of sources. But despite certain obvious
similarities, the style of representing a borrowed theme or motif
seems to change on closer inspection of the object, and two very
different worlds or concepts become apparent. The character of
Scythian art retains an individual flavor that is immediately
sensed and is sometimes very impressive.

In investigating the gradual evolution of Scythian life and art,
Rostovtzeff differentiates four periods in the history of Scythian
civilization, each of them marked by some peculiar feature.?
These periods are:

1. The Archaic Period (the end of the seventh, the sixth, and
the beginning of the fifth centuries B.c.).

2. The Transitional or the Perso-Ionian Period (the fifth and
the early fourth centuries B.C.).

3. The Classical Epoch or the Panticapaeum Period, the
highest stage of Scythian prosperity (the fourth century s.c.).

4. The period of decay displaying some new features and in-
fluences (the end of the fourth and the beginning of the third

centuries B.C.).

A significant prelude to Scythian art is found in the material
produced in the early Iron Age. In the eighth century B.c., a
civilization commonly referred to as the Minusinsk culture
(named for a region in the upper Enisei where large Scythian
necropoli had been discovered) extended and developed also
throughout a considerable part of Siberia. The earliest objects
of art in bronze, iron, and gold—found there in large quantities
—are decorated with simple geometric motifs: straight or broken
lines, triangles, and swastikas.

The prosperous life of the Scythians in the fourth century B.c.
is evidenced by the magnificent treasures which have come from

2 M. Rostovtzeff, The Animal Style in South Russia and China, 23-24.
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the Kuban mounds. The tombs are the final resting places of
kings and chieftains to whom the finest objects in bronze, silver,
and gold were offered for their life beyond the grave.

Greek influences, predominantly Ionian, attained supremacy
in 500—400 B.C., for in this period the objects placed in tombs
(vases, diadems, collars, and perfume vessels) were products of
Greek workshops. These Greek imports were the basis for the
diffusion of Greek motifs in Scythian products; the repertory
of local artists gave way to a preference for the most varied, fan-
tastic animals—sphinxes and winged lions—whose complex form
and sinuous lines appealed to the imagination and taste of the
Scythians. But the marks which Hellenism left have remained
ineffaceable.

The Scythian Animal Style

The life of the Scythians—as herdsmen, hunters, and warriors
—was of necessity so closely bound up with nature in its wilder
forms that the tribesmen developed a profound understanding
of the animal world. It was this constant close contact with wild
life that became instrumental in evolving an art mainly con-
cerned with animal forms. It was an art essentially decorative
in character, and the productions of this style display a sensitive
feeling for space, a skillful adaptation of the ornament to the
shape of the object to be decorated, and a fine understanding
of the properties of the material employed. The stylization of
its forms, its vivacity, dynamism, and color, corresponds in some
measure to the artistic trends of our own day.

Scythian artists had little interest in an art of volume, but
compensated for this by endowing their figures and compositions
with lively movement. Their predilection for stylized form fre-
quently led to a preference for relief rather than full-round sculp-
ture. Their animal reliefs are endowed with an exuberant and
vital elasticity and strength, a powerful suggestion of struggle
and action. For the sake of ornamental effect, the artists do not
hesitate to place their animals in attitudes which, though some-

43



Tue ART AND ARCHITECTURE OF MEDIEVAL Russia

times taken from nature, are immoderately exaggerated and oc-
casionally quite fantastic. Bodies are deliberately distorted, legs
elongated. The accent is on rhythm and swift motion. The sup-
ple, sinuous lines of these reliefs are truly exciting.

The Scythian animal style is at once primitive and highly
sophisticated. Its salient characteristic is the purely stylized
treatment of the animal figures; its principal features strongly
suggest that the style had been developed by a race of hunters.
Favorite motifs are:

1. Single figures of beasts of prey or herbiverous animals
depicted in various poses: standing, crouching or reclining, or
curled up in a circle.

2. Beasts or birds of prey depicted as attacking other animals
or as clasping and devouring their victims.

3. Animals linked in combat.

4. Animals in pairs or in groups.

5. Parts of animals; that is, individual members of the animal’s
body, especially heads or legs.

6. Figures of the animal covered with other complete or partial
animal shapes.

Some of these motifs were borrowed from Oriental art; others
were transformed by Greek artists and reached South Russia
in a modified form. Three main currents are observable in the
animal style of South Russia: Assyro-Persian, Hellenic, and Scy-
thian. These currents influenced each other and gave rise to
hybrid forms.

The Scythian current, although affected by the two others,
has a distinctive individuality; its outstanding feature is its
purely decorative quality. The animal figure is subordinated to
its omamental purpose. The paws, the tail, the ends of the horns,
and the ears, seldom retain their natural form; they are usually
transformed into heads of other creatures. The heads most fre-
quently used are those of birds of prey, lions, panthers, elk, wild
goats, and rams. These heads are reduced to their essential ele-
ments and stylized. In some motifs all that remains of the bird’s
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head is a beak; of the lion’s head, the ears, eyes, and a vestige
of the muzzle.

Beasts of prey, especially those of the cat famlly, play a promi-
nent role in Scythian art. The representation of these animals
must be attributed to foreign influence since neither the panther
nor the lion is a native to southern Russia. However, in north-
eastern Russia and Siberia, the bear, an animal as much at home
in those wooded regions as the elk, occasionally appears in motifs
which in Scythia portray the feline beast.

The chief herbivorous animals in Scythian art are those be-
longing to the reindeer family. Stags and elks are common, usu-
ally shown in crouching positions with their legs bent under
their bodies; they appear upon quiver cases, breastplates, shields,
on top of standard poles, and on bridle cheekpieces and other
trappings.

The wild goat is quite common, especially on Siberian articles.
Figures of these animals in the round were often used as deco-
rations, perched on rims of vessels and crowns. (See, for ex-
ample, the Novocherkask diadem, Plate 8.)

The motif of animals linked in combat is widespread, but no-
where was it expressed with such fervor as in the Altai region.
An early Scythian version, as opposed to an Altaian one, comes
from the Seven Brothers Barrow in the Kuban, where a wooden
rhyton of the early fifth century B.c. was decorated with four
gold plaques. Each plaque shows a bird of prey or another car-
nivorous animal attacking a herbivorous one. A winged lion is
seen attacking a mountain goat; its claws have gripped the vic-
tim’s flank as it takes a bite out of its back. The agony in the
goat’s eye is particularly expressive.

The bird is also a favorite subject, sometimes with wings
spread to form a gold plaque for sewing on clothes, more often
a mere head or beak, upon standards and horses” cheekpieces.

Significantly, the ox—the animal associated with the plowman
—hardly ever appears as a motif.

The rich variety of the animals themselves is no less impres-
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sive than the diverse aspects in which they appear. Real and
imaginary beasts jostle each other, intertwine and intermix in
Sll(,]l an unfcttelcd fanciful manner that a new, unexpected
world unfolds before us.

The conventionalized transformation of the antlers of the deer
or the horns of the ram and the wild goat into decorative shapes
was another favorite device. It originated a series of variations
and diverse combinations in which animal motifs are interwoven
with floral motifs, especially palmettes. The horns of an elk may
form a palmette, or the horns of a stag may be transformed into
a floral ornament above its head.

The Art of the Sarmatians

In the last centuries B.c., a new group of warrior tribes—the
Sarmatians—appeared on the steppes of the Black Sea. Like the
Scythians, they were a nomadic people, horse and cattle breed-
ers in the region of Kazakhstan. Their social structure and mode
of life had much in common with those of the Scythians. The
Sarmatian tribes began to move westward, toward the Pontic
steppes, in the third century B.c., gradually breaking down Scy-
thian resistance. By the middle of the second century B.c. the
Sarmatians replaced the Scythians as rulers of South Russia.

Being nomads, the Sarmatians depended on local and neigh-
boring populations for their supplies of agricultural products
and luxury items. Like the Scythians, they were traders and
therefore found it profitable to maintain peace and protect the
commercial highways. As in the Scythian period, the Greeks
of the Black Sea area played an important part as middlemen
between the inhabitants of the South Russian steppes and the
Mediterranean world. The Greek towns on the Black Sea kept
their position as centers of production and exportation. Their
artists and craftsmen continued to work for customers in the
South Russian steppes.

Like their predecessors, the Sarmatians revealed their artistic
talents mainly in the field of the decorative arts and crafts
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(utensils, costume jewelry, armor, weapons, and other items).
They developed the art of combining precious metals with
colored gems and brought it to a high degree of perfection.
Their principal motifs were still those derived from the animal
style, but in the hands of their artists the style acquired a more
conventional and richly decorative character, leading to the
appearance at Panticapaeum and in the Siberian steppes of
the polychrome style of jewelry.

The gold diadem from Novocherkask (Plate 8) is a charac-
teristic specimen of this jewelry. The shape and the cameo which
adorns the front of the diadem are Greek, as are the pendants
attached to the lower part of the diadem. But the upper row
of figures representing the sacred trees flanked by goats and deer
is in pure animal style and reminds one of the motifs found in
Siberian jewelry.

The most favored color combinations were gold with red
stones: garnets or red chalcedony (carnelian). Horse trappings
were usually decorated with gilded bronze plaques set with red
chalcedony stones.

The characteristic feature of the polychrome style at Panti-
capaeum and in the Sarmatian world is not merely the use of
precious stones to adorn jewelry but something more important
and distinctive. Instead of merely providing settings for precious
stones, it incrusts gold objects and ornaments surfaces with
gems and cut stones, occasionally enamels. The surface grad-
ually becomes no more than a field for incrustation and for the
production of polychrome effects. The goldsmith uses inset gems
of various shapes and sizes and glass and enamels of various
hues. The result is a surface ornamented with precious stones,
in which the color scheme is of primary importance.

Compared with the original, more primitive stages of the Scy-
thian animal style, this later phase is distinguished for both
strength and refinement. It includes some new motifs: a series
of fantastic monsters whose bodies are composed of the members
of various beasts and birds. Prominent is the Iranian winged
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Major Scythian and Sarmatian Tumuli
in South Russia

F:HTHE ScyrHiaN and Sarmatian antiquities discovered in the
tumuli of South Russia can be divided into four principal
groups: the Dnieper River, the Strait of Kerch, the Kuban
River, and the Don River. The distribution of the tumuli reaches
from the Podolia and Kiev provinces southwards toward the
Black Sea and eastward to the valley of the Kuban on the north-
ern slopes of the Caucasus. The finest are at the bend of the
Dnieper, near Alexandropol; a few occur about the towns of the
Bosporus on each side of the Strait of Kerch. Objects of a
type resembling the barbarian element in Scythian tumuli can
be traced right across Siberia to Krasnoyarsk beyond the Altai
mountains.

The Dnieper Group

Among the tumuli of the lower Dnieper region, the most re-
markable are those of Alexanderopol, Chertomlyk, and Solokha.

The tumulus of Alexandropol (mid-fourth century B.c.),
known as the Lugovaya Mogila (the Grave of the Meadow ) and
discovered in 1831, is in the region of Ekaterinoslav (Dniepro-
petrovsk at present). It was pillaged by thieves, and only a few
objects—remains of two chariots and bronze standards—were left
for archaeological study.

Chertomlyk (fourth century B.c.), about twelve miles north-
west of Nikopol, was excavated by Zabelin in 1859-63. It is per-
haps the richest of the group, both in the variety and in the
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artistic quality of the objects found in it, and also in the fabulous
intrinsic value of the goldsmith work. The tumulus contained
a central burial chamber with four minor chambers radiating
from it. Not only the king’s grave but the queen’s grave was
found there. A bronze torque encircles the king’s neck and gold
rings were on all his fingers. An ivory-handled dagger, a gorytus®
containing bronze arrowheads, a golden hilt of a sword, a scab-
bard, and a whip lay within easy reach of the body.

The jewels worn by the queen are extremely rich, very heavy
and valuable. Her costume is loaded with gold, especially the
great conical tiara, of the Irano-Greek type. Near her was a
bronze mirror set in blue paste. It was here that the famous
Nikopol vase of Chertomlyk (Plate 7) was discovered, in addi-
tion to two bronze caldrons, numerous stamped gold plaques
and roundels (bractae?), and several saddles and bridles.

The Nikopol vase—about 28 inches high and about 15%% inches
at its greatest diameter—is a silver, partly gilt, amphora with
two handles. The arrangement of the outlets, plugs, and strainers
suggest that the vase was meant for some liquid which forms
a scum or sediment, probable kumys.* The whole of the surface
with the exception of the neck and handles is covered with a
repoussé decoration consisting of foliage, amongst which are
placed on each side two large birds and two smaller ones. Both
the fauna and the flora are those of the steppes; the larger birds
seem to be the cranes which abound there, and the smaller a kind
of pigeon-hawk or rook.

The ornaments on the two sides of the base are similar in de-
sign, but the figures in front are in fairly high relief, while as
we follow the designs toward the back, the repoussé work shades

1 A case for bow and arrows, made of wood or leather. The bow cases of
Scythian chieftains were covered with gold or silver plates decorated with elab-
orate designs usually depicting military scenes.

2 Also spelled bractea, small dress ornaments of gold or electrum, they are
mostly round thin plates pierced with holes for sewing. The ornament is repoussé
or die-stamped.

3 A drink made from fermented mare’s or camel’s milk.
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off and becomes quite flat. The whole of the foot, the neck, and
the repoussé work are heavily gilt. It is evident that this vase
was made for some great Scythian chief, probably during the
fourth century B.C. '

The artist must have had firsthand knowledge of the Scythi-
ans, their dress, customs, occupation, and the flora and fauna
of their land, as shown by the figures in relief. The most inter-
esting part of the decoration is the frieze (Plate 7) which runs
around the shoulder, below the handles, and beneath a group of
a stag and griffins. This is composed of a number of figures
forming two distinct scenes, one on the front and the other on
the back of the vase. They portray a most important part of the
daily occupation of the nomad Scythians: the breaking-in and
training of the wild horses of the steppes.

All the figures, five bearded men and three youths, are evi-
dently Scythians, dressed in their belted blouses and full trousers
tucked into boots. The hair is cut Russian fashion; their fea-
tures and characteristics are similar to those found among the
present-day dwellers in that region.

The bractae consists, for the most part, of small thin plates
of gold or electrum,* pierced with holes for sewing. They are
of various sizes and shapes, repoussé or stamped with simple
designs of flowers or with figure subjects; with animals, such
as winged dragons, hippocampi, panthers, stags, wild boars,
dogs, or winged horses; with sphinxes or sirens; with groups of
dancing women or domestic subjects; or with martial or hunting
details of Scythian life. Some were meant to be worn as single
ornaments; others, sewn on in lines, formed regular borders
or designs on robes.

The scabbard and gorytus found in the Chertomlyk grave
(Plate 3) are made of a thin plaque of gold or electrum; re-
poussé in very slight relief with figures and scenes. The form
of the bow-case is like that of the cases carried by the figures

4 Alloy of gold with one-fifth part of silver; its color is paler and more luminous
than gold.
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on the Nikopol vase or the small Kul-Oba vase. It is a work of
great delicacy executed by Greek craftsmen to a Scythian pat-
tern.

The bas-reliefs on the Chertomlyk gorytus may be described
as an ensemble of illustrated metallic plaques. In the narrow
upper compartment we see a stag brought down by a lion and
a panther devouring a gazelle. Below, there unfolds a frieze
in two tiers, the bas-reliefs depicting mythological scenes.®

Of the two caldrons, the larger is about three feet in height.
Six beautifully modeled ibexes range round its rim, serving as
handles.

The Kerch Group

The most celebrated tumuli in the region of the Strait of Kerch
are the Royal Tumulus (Tsarsky kurgan), the Golden Tumulus
(Zolotoi kurgan or Altyn-Oba), and, most important, Kul-Oba
(the Mound of Cinders of the Ash-Heap). These tumuli, dating
from the late fifth and early fourth centuries B.c., were explored
in 1831 by the Frenchman, Dubrux. The grave of Kul-Oba con-
tained the bodies of a king and his queen. The diadem, brace-
lets, armlet, medallions, and collar found on their bodies, the
gorytus, vases, and other art objects that were around them, are
of great beauty and originality.

The small vase (Plate 4), found at the feet of the queen in
the Kul-Oba tomb is an extremely interesting piece ethnograph-
ically as well as artistically. It is of electrum, somewhat globular
in shape, with a small foot. On the lower part is a gadrooned
and guilloched ornament, and on a band encircling the center
are the Scythian genre scenes which give so much interest to
the piece. These are exquisitely executed in repoussé and chased,
all rendered with great attention to detail; they depict character-
istic episodes from Scythian military life and portray with great

5 According to Mr. Stephani, former keeper of antiquities at the Hermitage
Museum, it is the legend of Alope, daughter of Cercyon, king of Scythia (cited
by A. Maskell, Russian Art and Art Objects in Russia, 58).
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fidelity the native costumes, arms, and accouterments of those
days. .

’>17“he scene to the right (Plate 4) depicts in great detail the
field operation—the bandaging of the Scythian chief’s wounded
leg. The chief is in Scythian costume—blouse belted at the
waist, full trousers tucked into his boots—a costume which has
descended almost unchanged to the Russian of recent years. The
attending warrior wears an almost identical costume, with his
head covered by a bashlyk (a kind of a hood coming over the
shoulders) which is also popular in Russia. This is, as on the Niko-
pol vase, an almost photographic portrayal of the Scythians of
those days: the long hair, the scraggly beard, the blouse, the
bashlyk, and the boots.

The next scene depicts another field operation—a tooth ex-
traction being performed on the chief by his attendant, acting
as camp dentist. Most notable are the expressions of attention,
pain, and comradely solicitude. The clothing of the Scythian
warriors appears to be omamented with small geometrical fig-
ures arranged in rows. The bow-cases are of the usual Scythian
form, similar examples of which are found in the regalia (Plate
167) of seventeenth-century Russian tsars.

Another scene depicts a Scythian warrior occupied in bending
a bow, apparently the chief’s bow because the warrior has
another at his side.

The bracelet is one of a pair. The band of each is formed
of a cable terminating at the open ends in two figures of
sphinxes. The lower parts of the bodies of the latter enter
into the collared ends of the band, which are ormnamented with
filigree and were at one time partly enameled. The sphinxes
hold in their paws a serpent in thin wire which joins together
the open ends.

Among the other objects found at Kul-Oba the most inter-
esting are a gold belt clasp, a gold earring, and an electrum
plaque with a figure of a dying stag on it.

The figures on the belt clasp represent two Scythians embrac-
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ing, each holding with one hand the same drinking horn. The
two men wear the characteristic clothing of their nation. The
horn appears to be an ordinary ox-horn. Rostovtzeff is of the
opinion that the scene represents the Scythian ceremony of
the sacred oath performed at the conclusion of a treaty of alli-
ance or of making a contract.

The gold earring dates from the fourth century B.c. The me-
dallion contains a relief figure of a woman modeled after a
statue by Phydias (Plate 5).

The electrum plaque with repoussé ornament depicts a dying
stag in his last agonies (Plate 2). There are figures of various wild
animals placed on different parts of the stag’s body as if ready
to devour it. The plaque is thought to have been executed, some
time during the fourth century B.c., by a Greek artist who tried
to emulate the Scythian example found at the Kostromskaya
Stanitsa in the Kuban district.

The Kuban and the Don Groups

The Kuban Group includes the tumuli of the Seven Brothers
(Semibratskaya Mogila at Cape Ak-Burun), those of Karago-
deuashkh (near the Krymskaya railway station, twenty miles
northeast of Novorossisk, discovered in 1888), Kelermes, Mai-
kop, Kostromskaya (seventh to sixth centuries B.c.), and others.
Farther north on the Don are the tumuli of Novocherkask (first
century B.Cc.—first century A.p.) and Elizavetinskaya (fifth to
fourth centuries B.C.)

The richest archaic finds were discovered at the tumulus of
Kelermes. The objects found there are of great intrinsic value.
Prominent among them are a battle-axe of iron plated with gold,
its handle decorated with a series of animals, standing or at
rest;® another is a massive chased gold plaque in the form of a
half-crouched lion which probably adorned the breast-piece of
a corselet. Each of the lion’s paws has the form of a curled lion,
and the tail is covered with six figures of the same kind. The

S Rostovtzeff, Iranians and Greeks, plate VIIL.
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ears, eyes, and nostrils of the beast are inlaid with amber, the
ears in the technique of cloisonné work. ‘

From the tomb of Kostromskaya Tumulus comes one of the
most famous examples of the Scythian animal style: the Sitting
Stag (Plate 1).

The portrayal of this animal has the characteristic peculiari-
ties of the Scythian style. The legs are tapered and doubled up
under the body, while the neck and head are stretched far for-
ward and upward. The antlers, with their hooked branches, are
arranged in waves extended along the back. The artist, instead of
portraying the animal literally, attempted to present his vivid
impression of the stag under particular circumstances. His repre-
sentation, though stylized, fully conveys the high tension and
elasticity of the body, the grace and yet the strength of the legs,
the extended and agitated neck and head, the quivering ears—
all the result of the keenest observation conveyed in expressive
and simple forms. The motif was often repeated with all its
peculiarities by other Scythian artists (Plate 2), but none sur-
passed the creator of this example.

From the graves of the Seven Brothers a rich and large col-
lection of precious objects was brought to light in 1875. Rostov-
tzeff ascribes them to the fifth and early fourth centuries B.c.

An outstanding example is a helmet or headdress of pure gold
weighing nearly two pounds avoirdupois (Plate 6). It is demi-
ovoid in shape, and the ornament is of repoussé and pierced
work. The band at the base consists of acanthus stems and ten-
drils. The design above, three times repeated, represents Ionic
volutes curling outward, with a lily-like flower between them.
The volutes, the acanthus, and the scallop work are undoubtedly
of Greek inspiration. But the whole was transformed by the
Scythian craftsman into an object truly representative of Scyth-
ian art.

The treasure found near Novocherkask (1864) on the lower
Don included the famous diadem and collar, a gold box and
perfume bottle, and many other art objects.
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The diadem (Plate 8), ascribed to the first century B.c.—
third century a.p., is of pure gold, set with large pearls, ame-
thysts, and garmets ornamented with a large carved amethyst
stone representing the bust of a woman. Under the band are
a number of pendants; over it is a row of figures representing
three sacred trees, flanked by goats and deer. Although the shape
of the diadem is Grecian, as are the amethyst bust and the pen-
dants, the ornaments on the upper edge of the diadem are in
a pure animal style. The whole is a strange mixture of different
elements and workmanship—an adaptation of the art of Greece
to indigenous barbaric taste.

The collar is formed of three plain rings of solid cast and
hammered gold encrusted with colored inlays of coral and tur-
quoise. A part of it is hinged to open. On the upper and lower
tiers of the collar, for about half its circumference, is an open-
worked ornamentation consisting of animals alternating with
bird-headed monsters. The paws are four-clawed and the tails
are long and twisted. The thighs, shoulders, and ears are en-
crusted with turquoises and pink stones, and the eyes are of
topaz. The basis of these motifs is the animal style, but a new
Iranian-Sarmatian element is strongly noticeable, bringing with
it the opulence of varicolored incrustation so dear to the hearts
of the Orientals.

The perfume box is almost hemispherical in form; a smaller
box fits within the outer casing and is hinged to it. On the lower
part of the box an eagle and an animal of the cat family are
represented, both occupied in devouring an elk. On the cover
three animals of the wild ass family are symetrically disposed,
their feet resting on the filigree mounting of a gem which is now
missing. The incrustations of gems on this box are of the usual
character.

The gold perfume bottle has a nearly globular body and a
rather long plain neck. A cover or lid fits on the latter like a
cap and is fastened to it by a short chain passing through four
rings or staples, two each on the lid and body respectively. Seed
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VI

The Art of the Siberian Nomads

b IBERIAN ART is important because it provides a clue to the
origin of the Scythian style. The character of the excavated
objects seems to suggest that we must look to central Asia, to
a place from which both South Russia and Siberia could be
easily reached. Some scholars are of the opinion that western
Siberia, and particularly Altai, although it may not have been
the cradle of the Scythian animal style, was at any rate the center
of its development. The fauna of the animal style, with its pro-
fusion of cervoids, points to a land of mountains and forests
rather than to a plain suitable to agriculture. That the originators
of the style were nomads—hunters and warriors rather than tillers
of the soil—is indicated in their portrayals of the wild, predatory
beasts and birds, not the domesticated animals of an agricultural
life. Yet they were at the same time in touch with the civilized
life of the Near East, especially that of the Persian Empire. Some
motifs of their animal style and the technique of incrustation
with colored gems were borrowed from Persia or from peoples
subject to Persia.

The culture of the nomadic tribes who inhabited Siberia re-
sembled that of the Scythian tribes in South Russia. Their ori-
gins are still highly conjectural. Our earliest knowledge of these
groups came with the first recorded visits of European explorers
to Siberia in the early eighteenth century; the important investi-
gations of archaeologists and anthropologists did not begin until
the second half of the nineteenth century.
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At that time much research work was carried out by Russian
archaeologlsts in southern Siberia, especially in the district of
Tomsk and in the Yenisei basin, as far as Lake Baikal and the
Altai mountains. The best-studied and richest area is Minusinsk.
Its museum contains many articles found both in the nearby
graves and in fields. Chronologically, the Bronze and early Iron
Age at Minusinsk coincides with the Scythian period in South
Russia, especially the early period of Scythian domination—the
sixth and fifth centuries B.c. The Scythian and Minusinsk civili-
zations are very similar, most notably in military equipment.

In decoration, there is also a close resemblance between the
art of Minusinsk and that of South Russia. The animal style plays
an important part in the Minusinsk art and is of the same type
prevalent during the archaic and ripe Scythian period. Rows of
animals are used to fill space; beaks and eyes of eagles and eagle-
griffins appear as omamental motifs; and there are the same styl-
izations of animals, the same crouched or curled positions of
the bodies, and the same stylization of the extremities of an
animal body. Animals of the Scythian type are used as tops for
various objects: the boar so similar to the boar of Alexandropol,
and the eagle so typical of the Seven Brothers tumuli.

The objects found in the tumuli of the regions of Amu-Darya,
Tobol, Irtysh, and Ob also show a striking similarity to those
found in South Russia. We find the same jewelry and funeral
ornaments, the same repoussé or open-work plaques and trap-
pings with which the Scythians loved to adorn themselves and
their horses. There are the same attitudes in the animals, the
same decorative devices, and the same treatment of antlers, legs,
claws, and tails. However, some of the Siberian plaques (Plates
9-12) exhibit a tendency toward naturalism and ethnographic
realism: animals grouped with human beings and placed in a
landscape setting—a development foreign to the Scythian style,
which is essentially ornamental. It is quite understandable that
the influence of the art of Asia was much stronger in this region
than in the neighborhood of the Black Sea Greek colonies.
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Perhaps the most striking aspect of the Siberian finds is their
wealth in gold. Although finds of gold objects in the Siberian
tumuli have been extremely rare of late, there is documentary
evidence that fabulous wealth was buried and later stolen from
those graves. Native Siberian mound diggers (bugrovshchiki)
and Russian immigrants, especially in the eighteenth century,
systematically plundered these graves and melted down the gold
and silver they found. Peter the Great’s attention was called to
the continued grave plundering, the high artistic quality of the
objects, and the clandestine traffic in the melted-down gold
objects. He issued an ukaz ordering that the thieves be severely
punished and all retrieved and discovered art objects be surren-
dered to the Kunstkamera (Art Chamber) at St. Petersburg. In
obedience to his order several collections were sent to the Kunst-
kamera by the provincial governors. Shortly after his death the
collections were transferred to the Academy of Sciences in St.
Petersburg. In 1764 Catherine the Second added considerably
to the collection which, upon being transferred to the Hermitage
Museum, became known as the Siberian Collection of Peter the
Great.!

The Hermitage Museum in Leningrad contains thousands of
items, nearly all of gold, some set with stones, which are classi-
fied under the general description of “objects from Siberia,”
mainly the basins of the Ishim, the Irtysh, and the upper Ob.
The Siberian collection includes collars, frontlets, plaques, and
belt buckles displaying men, birds, animals, curious animal
forms, and combat scenes. Although the scene on each object
is different, the scenes are generally uniform in outline: each
is rounded along the sides and in the shape of a B (in a hori-
zontal position) on top, with one loop of the letter always small-
er than the other.

Prominent among the B-shaped gold plaques is one depicting
a struggle between a tiger and a fantastic creature with the paws
of a beast of prey, the head of a stylized bear, and antlers, the

1 See M. Gryaznov Drevnee iskusstvo Altaya.
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branches of which, like the ends of the creature’s tail, are eagle-
griffin heads (Plate 12).

Interesting for its subject matter is the plaque depicting life
in the forest (Plate 10). The scene represents two horsemen
hunting a boar. One is shooting an arrow from his bow at the
boar in full flight. The other hunter, ambushed in a tree, holds his
terrorized horse by the bridle. He tries to make the horse climb
the tree which has saved his own life. The plaque is inlaid with
blue paste, and pink coral; the eyes of the men and beasts are in
black enamel. The work is probably of the third century a.p.

In the depiction of combat of a lion-griffin and a horse (Plate g)
we have a good example of a favorite device by which the crea-
ture’s hindquarters are decorated with a pattern of a circle be-
tween two triangles, and of another by which an animal is rep-
resented as having its hindquarters twisted right around in the
agony of struggle for life.

Among the numerous other gold items is a plaque portraying
an episode from the life of the early Siberian nomads (Plate 11).
The plaque is of massive gold, openworked, showing three per-
sons beneath a tree on which one of them has suspended his
bow-case and bow. One figure, seated on the ground, holds
the reins of two saddled horses. A second is lying, his head
resting on the lap of the third person, a woman. Only one of the
three is seen at full length, the warrior who lies on the ground;
of the others we see merely the busts or half-lengths. The re-
clining warrior appears to be dressed in a short close-fitting
tunic with leggings and sandals. His hair is short and he wears
a long straight moustache. The facial features of the man behind
him are similar. The woman wears an open, long-sleeved robe,
and her headdress is high and of curious form. The horses and
the tree seem to be of a kind peculiar to those regions. In spite
of the realistic portrayal of the scene, the story it sought to con-
vey is not clear. Some think that the scene depicts the death
of a tribal chief. Others believe that it is simply a detail from
the daily life of the early Siberian nomads.
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An important step in Scythian archacology was in the Si-
berian explorations during the 1860s of V. V. Radlov, who sup-
plemented surface observations of the mounds with excava-
tions. In 1865 his researches brought him to Katanda, in the
southern Altai, a site so rich in barrows, and with barrows of
such unusual construction, that he decided to open some of the
largest. Instead of being topped with just earth, as were the
barrows in southern Russia, they were covered with an addi-
tional layer of great boulders. Radlov had been at work on the
largest of these mounds for but a short time when his men struck
a layer of ice. This was especially surprising since they were in
a region which is not subjected to perpetual freezing. Radlov
had stumbled upon the first of the frozen barrows which are now
known to be peculiar to this particular area of the Altai.

The formation of ice in these barrows was caused by the layer
of stones which caps them. The autumn rains penetrate this
layer and filter down some distance through the earth beneath.
During the intense cold of the winter months the moist layer of
earth is thoroughly frozen and never melts, even in the sum-
mer, because of the insulating layer of the stones above. As a
result, most of the bodies and many wood, leather, and fur
objects buried beneath the layer of ice have survived for nearly
twenty-five hundred years. Radlov found the dead with some
of their clothes well preserved and their household objects lying
virtually intact.

The most surprising and exciting finds were those in the re-
cently (1924-49) excavated tumuli in the Pazyryk Valley of
eastern Altai. The finds revealed a great variety of objects and
utensils, dramatic in nature and often, at first sight, quite ab-
stract in design, but all unmistakably the artifacts of a unified
society.

The Pazyryk Valley lies on the southern slopes of the Chulish-
man range in the Altai mountains, about a mile from the Ulagan
River. The group of mounds was discovered in 1924 by an expe-
dition of the Russian Museum of Leningrad, but actual excava-
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tions were begun under the leadership of S. I. Rudenko in 192g.
Rudenko found an important burial ground of some forty
mounds. They varied in size and shape, some being round,
others oval, but all were topped with boulders. Five mounds
were exceptionally large, and nine of the smaller ones closely
resemble them both in shape and construction. Although the
contents of the graves proved to be sensational, the work was
abandoned at the end of the first season. It was resumed in 1947
and continued for two additional years.

The excavations brought to light the story of a people who
were not only endowed with an acute decorative sense and
with a great skill for expressing it in a wide variety of materials,
but who had also attained a relatively high degree of culture
involving life in elaborate tents and log houses, fine horse-
manship, the use of wheeled carts, and the ability to produce
skillfully woven textiles.

The Altai tribes were nomadic, but their pastoral way of life
depended to some extent on the existence of agricultural com-
munities. It is more than likely that, by the fifth century B.c.,
a section of each tribe lived in permanent encampments which
served the nomadic members of the tribe as a base. Recent arch-
aeological discoveries indicate that some of the Altaians of the
Scythian period (middle of the first millennium B.c.) lived in
permanent log houses. The construction of their burial chambers
shows a highly developed carpentry technique and the use of
many typical details of house construction. The nomads in both
the European and Asiatic sectors of the plain appear to have
had a very similar way of life and to have followed closely anal-
ogous occupations. This seems to be borne out by the similarity
in the clothing and equipment of the two groups. The art of
the two groups is similar but distinguishable by certain local
features resulting in part from the geographical position of each
section. Thus, in the Far East, the influence of China was an
important factor in the nomadic culture of the area; in the center,
Persian elements were more influential; and in the west, those of
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Greece. Yet, in spite of these foreign influences, the nomadic
culture predominated throughout, tending to express itself with
greater power in the Altai region and with greater refinement
among the Royal Scyths of southern Russia. The influences were
not entirely in one direction, for the indigenous culture of the
steppe in turn made itself felt in both the eastern and the
western worlds.

The Altai nomads maintained extensive cultural and eco-
nomic ties with the other tribes of the steppe region. They bor-
rowed much from their near and far neighbors and in turn
transmitted to them many elements of their own culture. Con-
sequently their own art contains much that is common both
thematically and stylistically to the art of their culturally close
kinsmen, the Scytho-Sarmatians and other nomad tribes. The
tribesmen of the Altai region developed a culture with a rich artis-
tic expression, sometimes powerful and dramatic, sometimes fine
and delicate, but always alive (Plates 13-16). The art is one that
had something to say, and what the artists made was not only
useful but expressive—telling part of the story of a whole cul-
ture. Even for products made to serve practical purposes, the
shapes and decorations were devised to have meaning. The
objects in gold, silver, iron, bronze, wood, horn, leather, and
felt all have a vitality that is striking. It was the intimate knowl-
edge of the animal world, both carnivorous or herbivorous, that
contributed so much to the nomad’s skill in renderlng animals
in their characteristic poses—whether resting, crouching, gallop-
ing, preparing to attack, or engaging in mortal combat with
other animals—always displaying the hunter’s keenness of ob-
servation and an unerring eye for interesting details.

The art of the early Altai nomads, like that of their western
cousins, was essentially decorative and ornamental. Although
their animal figures served as embellishment for various objects,
it would be wrong to assume that the Altai artists had only deco-
ration as their objective. Their repertory included the telling use
of spirits and mythological images.
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The world was seen by the nomads as the habitation of a multi-
plicity of spirits, where the human spirit slips -almost imper-
ceptibly into those of various animals, and vice versa. The
human aspects of animals can often be recognized in the con-
ventions of representation; the relation between man and cer-
tain animals was an intimate one. Often the whole animal was
not represented, but was indicated by a part or a number of
parts which stood for the whole. Thus a bird of prey might be
completely depicted or might be suggested by a head or a beak,
or by the eye alone.

Although animal forms were at times presented naturalistical-
ly, it was generally the idea or the concept of the animal which
the artist expressed. Frequently the expression of that concept
might include details of other beasts and birds of prey.

The motif of the eye was given great importance. Animal
heads appear in nearly all designs, and the full front view of
the open eyes is emphasized. These eyes stare with various de-
grees of intensity from the objects they adorn, investing them
with an impressive sense of inner life.

It is difficult to identify the animals or combinations of ani-
mals used on some objects. The identities may have been known
only to the patron for whom it was made and to the artist who
made it. This is especially true also of the symbolic significance
of the totemic figures. They had a multiplicity of meanings which
varied with the person using them and with the uses to which
they were put.

Many of the representations are fabulous creatures presented
in the image of this or that real beast. Therefore the selection
of the beast image was limited to those animals whom the no-
mads believed to possess certain distinctive attributes which
especially attracted the attention of ancient men. Those were
the tiger and the wolf from the predators, the elk, the stag, the
mountain goat and the wild ram of the ungulates, the eagle and
the cock of the bird family, and the burbot of the fish. In very
ancient times these animals were looked upon as totems—as
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ancestors and patrons of the clan. With the passing of time the
animals lost their particular significance, and in the age of the
early nomads they were evidently looked upon as mythical crea-
tures endowed with special secret powers. The horse, goat, ante-
lope, saiga, rabbit, swan, and goose were used as subjects less
often.

Fabulous beasts, such as winged lions and sphinxes, entered
into the Altaian artistic repertory from the East. The Altaian
nomadic imagination seems constantly haunted by these fabu-
lous creatures, and, in this respect, we recognize a preoccupation
which is common to the Orient. Generally speaking, Scythian
art never ceased to favor a zoomorphic art.

It is significant that the Altaians borrowed from Iran certain
mythical motifs. Among them was the griffin, which became one
of the perferred subjects in local art. However, the Altaic griffin
differs from his Iranian prototype both in style and in content.
In Altaian art the griffin is represented in the form of a winged
tiger, with a mane or cockscomb on his neck, with long ears, with
the horns of an antelope ending in little balls or volutes, and some-
times with the head of an eagle and with feathers on his neck.

Through the intermediary of Iran, Altaian art was also en-
riched by certain ornamental motifs from the vegetable kingdom
which were widely used in the Near East and the Mediterran-
ean. These ornaments were also modified to suit the tastes and
techniques of the Altaian artists—the silhouette cut-outs of their
felt and leather applications.?

2 For an extensive, richly illustrated discussion of the art of the Altai nomads,
see S. Rudenko, Kul'tura naseleniya Tsentral'nogo Altaya v skifskoye vremya,
and, by the same author, Kul'tura naseleniya Gornogo Altaya v skifskoye vremya.
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VII

The Scytho-Iranian Legacy

A’I'HOUGH THE SCYTHIAN PERIOD is not directly connected
with the history of the Eastern Slavs, a number of features
from the Scythian period were conveyed to and took firm root
in the life of the Eastern Slavs. The cultural legacy of the period
manifested itself in various aspects of the life of the early Slavs
as expressed in social organization, religious beliefs, supersti-
tions, funeral rites, dwellings, dress, and decoration. The early
phases of Russian art are bound by many ties to the Scythian
and Sarmatian world; in Russian folk art and handicrafts Scytho-
Iranian traditions have been kept almost to our own day.

Aside from their immediate contact with both Slavs and the
Finns, the Scythians and Sarmatians occupying the steppes of
South Russia served also as a link between the Greek and the
Persian civilizations on the one hand and the peoples of central
and northern Russia on the other. It was due to the facilities of
commercial intercourse established through the Bosporan King-
dom that objects of both Parthian and Sassanian origin found
their way north up the Volga River. This explains why so many
silver vessels of Greco-Bactrian and Sassanian craftsmanship
have been found in the southern Ural region.

Archaeological research has given us a picture of the tastes
of the early Slavs, examples of their handicrafts and of the kind
and quantity of their material possessions. Excavations at Tsar-
skoe Gorodishche, the site of the ninth-century city of Rostov-
Veliki, have revealed not only spinning wheels, axes, potters’
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implements, and other tools, but also moulds for fashioning
articles in silver, bronze, and copper. The objects which were
produced by the early Slavs retained many very ancient features
in their decoration; especially characteristic are variants of the
great goddess and the tree of life, geometric forms of symbolic
content, and of the female figure combined with bird attributes,
whether derived from a pigeon, duck, or swan. Other popular
motifs show the influence of Scythian and Goth designs; the
Slavs also probably derived from them such Oriental motifs as
the griffin and the siren—the female, sweet-singing bird with a
human face.

The influence of Scythian art spread over much of Europe;
but it especially affected the lands of ancient Russia, where the
diffusion of the Scythian and Sarmatian motifs laid the basis
for what we know as the art of old Russia. Some motifs and pat-
terns of the most ancient pagan origin have persisted into the
twentieth century—notably in embroideries, in wood and stone
carvings, and in the pottery and horse-harness decoration which
the peasants adapted for their own use—often showing little
change from pagan times.

With the passing of centuries, certain patterns became dis-
torted, representational forms having been transformed into
geometric ones; in other instances, change seems to have been
intentional, ideograms having been substituted for pagan sym-
bolism at a time when the latter was being ruthlessly eradicated
by the Christian clergy. However, some of the patterns have
retained their original names, and these give a clue to their
meaning by disclosing that certain designs, which are now
abstract, are known as the goat, the cock, the calf’s eye, and,
more significant still, the antler pattern.

The horse and the cock, both of them solar symbols, became
prominent in ancient Slavic art. Horses, believed to be endowed
with magical powers, found a place in the Slavic sagas, and were
soon joined by the fire-bird (zhar-ptitsa) and by the cock. The lat-
ter took the firmest hold on the people’s imagination, and its form
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survived longer in Slav art than any other ancient motif, retain-
ing its prominence throughout the Slav world to modem times.
The versions which appear in Russian and Balkan embroideries
trace their descent to the cocks of the Scythian Altai. The Scyth-
ian blend of abstraction and realism is also characteristic of
Russian decorative art, and designs which come very close to
the Altaian examples were produced in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, long before the discovery of the Pazyryk
tumuli. The antler-like element in the Pazyryk cock’s combs like-
wise survives in Slav art, and the kinship remains clearly marked
in other respects.

The chief subjects represented are woman, the horse, as well
as the bull, deer, goat, bear, and bird. Man is portrayed very
rarely and only as an appendage to the horse. The repertory of
subject matter is not accidental. It may be explained as a legacy
from pre-Christian times, more precisely from the period of
Iranian control over the Slavs. The horse, the bull, the goat, and
the bear all played an important role in the rites and mythology
of the ancient Slavs. The bird had a special significance in Iran-
ian mythology.

Woman’s portrayal in old Russian toys and figurines is to be
explained by the ancient Irano-Alarodian cult of the mother
goddess. The worship of feminine deities by the Scythians is
mentioned by Herodotus. It is characteristic that clay figurines
similar to the later Russian toys have been found in some of the
old Kievan burial sites. Woman, the horse, and the bird play
an important role as subjects of these figurines. The sites of these
finds date from the sixth to the thirteenth centuries A.p. Similar
figurines and weapons were found in the Gnezdovo burial sites at
Smolensk, of the seventh to tenth centuries. Some figurines, such
as the bird found at Toporok in the upper Volga region, were
undoubtedly used in pagan rites and ceremonies possibly as
symbolic offerings. Others may have been used as amulets
(Plates 18, 19).

The ornament of Russian folk embroidery has its origin in
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dim antiquity. We owe much to the skill and innate taste of the
Russian women, needleworkers who have preserved for us in
various embroidered articles a pictorial record of figures and
scenes depicting the many layers of folk culture and ways of
life of the Russian people from pagan times onward. Each period
of culture, and especially the Iranian, is reflected in the various
ornamental motifs. These embroidery records derive from the
nomads of the steppes, the forest dwellers of eastern Asia and
Scandinavia, the classical antiquity of the Roman Empire, the
barbaric period of pagan Germany, and the art traditions of
Byzantium.

The image of the great mother of Iranian times is a prominent
motif in old Russian embroidery. The woman in these embroid-
eries is always standing in the center of the picture, always fac-
ing the spectator in the characteristic Parthian manner. In the
upper part of the typical picture are usually two swastika sym-
bols representing the sun and the moon. The horses, generally
placed on either side of the woman, apparently have a symbolic
meaning also, since there are usually swastika signs at the bot-
tom of their hoofs. In some scenes deer are represented instead
of horses; occasionally, the lion and the panther are shown.
Such embroideries contain interesting parallels to certain ob-
jects of Scythian and Sarmatian art, such as the famous gold
plaque of the tiara from the Karagodeuashkh tumulus, as well
as the fragments of a drinking horn from Merdjany in the Kuban
region.!

Each ornamental motif, every line, every form had its own
symbolism which with the passage of time lost its original mean-
ing and peculiar significance, but whose forms were preserved
and handed down from generation to generation. The embroider-
er followed tradition and worked mostly from memory. It is dif-
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