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KARL JETTMAR 

Body-painting and the Roots 
of the Scytho-Siberian Animal Style 

Today it is clear that among the many gifted Russian scholars who 
devoted their work to the problem of the genesis of the so-called 
"Animal Style" of the Northern Nomads, Grjaznov was the genius 
who gave inspiration and incentives to a large community of scholars. 
Recently a "Festschrift" was publ ished for h im encompassing 90 
articles, using as a pretext the commemoration of his 90th bir thday 
(Masson 1992). Due to the stressed conditions of the country, no 
foreigners were invited to participate. 

I want to express my admiration and gratitude to this outstanding 
man by exposing my conclusions wh ich he s t imulated dur ing our 
meet ing in 1977. I was happy w h e n I saw that his essent ia l 
observations became part of his last article, pr in ted in 1984, the 
year w h e n he died. 

In discussions wi th Novgorodova who had brought us together 
and acted as an interpreter during the more diff icul t parts of our 
talk, Grjaznov tried in vain to convince her of his own chronological 
classification. Among the petroglyphs decorating the so-called stag-
stones, erected on or near the graves of warriors during the initial 
phase of the Scytho-Siberian cultures (between the 9th and the 
7th Century BC), Grjaznov considered those which are "wrapped 
around" the stone pillar as the most archaic (Fig.l), regardless of 
the sharp edges which are pecul iar for such "stones". They are in 
fact menhirs, made from large slabs with two broad and two narrow 
sides. This "wrapping a round" reveals the prototype, namely 
treetrunks decorated by paintings! In the text of his article, Grjaznov 
(1984, p.81) wrote as follows: 

"In case that my proposal is right, namely that the sculptures of 
the Early Nomads, which we call stag-stones, were originally made 
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from round wooden trunks, and that the figures on them were 
made by painting, and that later on, after the transition to stone-
steles, the images in all detail were drawn in colour and only 
afterwards chiselled out as a deepened relief (as a silhouette or in 
contours), then it is self-evident that this transformation resulted 
in the emergence of specific stylistic and compositional traits in 
the figurative art during the initial phase of the Scytho-Siberian 
cultures in the steppes of Asia. These peculiarities were later on 
extended to other artistic fields". [Translation: Jettmar.] As other 
"fields" Grjaznov mentioned rock-art and bronze-casting. 
This last message of a great scholar means a radical overturn 

of a long established concept: so far we had been convinced that 
the typical scheme of the "Animal Style" was evolved by carving 
pieces of a bone, horn or wood (mostly of l imited size) for per
sonal ornaments , or for the decoration of arms and horsegear. The 
t echn ique so app l i ed was cal led "Schragschni t t " . Using this 
technique, elegant curves resulted, meeting each other in sharp 
angles (Jettmar 1967, p.36). 

Ins t ead , we n o w have to a s s u m e the e x i s t e n c e of large 
"monumen ta l " pa in t ings (Grjaznov's own term), used for the 
decoration of treetrunks, which were later on replaced by menhirs . 
Here we are immediately confronted with a problem: is it reasonable 
to imagine wooden pillars, decorated by paintings, as part of the 
artistic inventory of nomadic tribes? Are not such monuments the 
privilege of sedentary cultures? 

Perhaps the painted pillars were replacements of something 
else? Certainly they were embodiments of warriors. We can discern 
the head  wi th two or three strokes on one cheek, two earrings 
(with a pendant in some cases), a line separating the head from 
the body, and a necklace. Under the torso there was a belt used 
for fixing the usual weapons  pickaxe, dagger, whets tone and 
gorythos. The doublehook (maybe a "ritual derivat ion" from a 
tool used by the drivers of chariots) and the shield are also drawn 
in some cases. The decorations by figures of stags or other animals 
announcing the future "Animal Style" are concentrated between 
neck and girdle, sometimes such figures are visible below the 
belt, i.e. on the thighs. 

Grjaznov has already ingeniously determined the meaning of 
the animal decorations (Grjaznov 1984, p.76). 

"Neither do the animal figures on the stagstones render bronze
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plaques or drawings or appl ica t ions on the clothings, as p r e s u m e d 
by some scholars. They depict - and that is more plausible - tat toos 
on the body of the warrior , similar to the tattoos of the chief ta in 
from Pazyryk in the Altaj" . [Translation Jettmar] (Fig .2) 

N o w I s u g g e s t a s m a l l b u t e s s e n t i a l c o r r e c t i o n : s i n c e t h e a f f e c t s 
of t a t t o o i n g a re l o n g l a s t i n g , e v e n s t i g m a t i z i n g , t a t t o o s w e r e m o s t l y 
p e r f o r m e d b y e x p e r i e n c e d p e r s o n s a b l e to m a k e c o m p l i c a t e d 
c o m p o s i t i o n s - as v i s i b l e o n t h e b o d y f o u n d i n t h e b u r i a l c h a m b e r 
of P a z y r y k II. H o w e v e r , as w e see i n t h e s c h e m a t i c d r a w i n g s a d d e d 
to G r j a z n o v ' s a r t ic le , m o r e a n d m o r e e l e m e n t s , m o s t l y s ing l e c u r v e d 
s t r o k e s , w e r e a d d e d a c c o r d i n g to s t r i c t r u l e s , r e s u l t i n g i n i m a g e s 
of s tags in d i f f e r e n t p o s i t i o n s , e i t h e r s t a n d i n g o n t i p t o e (Fig .3) , or 
c l o s e to e a c h o t h e r w i t h a m u z z l e l i k e t h e b e a k of a l a p w i n g 
(Fig.4). T h e b o a r as mot i f w a s t r e a t e d a c c o r d i n g l y . S u c h f o r m a l i s t i c 
p r e s c r i p t i o n s w e r e n e c e s s a r y , b e c a u s e t h e w o r k h a d to d o n e 
r e p e a t e d l y a n d q u i c k l y , a n d n o t n e c e s s a r i l y b y t r a i n e d a r t i s t s . 
S i m i l a r p r o c e d u r e s a re s t i l l a p p l i e d i n w o r k s h o p s m a n u f a c t u r i n g 
d e c o r a t e d p o t t e r y . T h e r e f o r e I a s s u m e t h a t t h e a n i m a l d e c o r a t i o n s 
m e a n t b o d y p a i n t , w e m i g h t a lso say " w a r p a i n t " , e v o k i n g p r o t e c t i n g 
sp i r i t s in the i r t h e r i o m o r p h i c s h a p e . S u c h d e c o r a t i o n s w e r e r e s e r v e d 
fo r s p e c i a l o c c a s i o n s , a n d w o r n b e f o r e e n t e r i n g t h e w a r - p a t h o r 
d u r i n g f u n e r a l s . 

T h e s a m e p a i n t e r s h a d d e c o r a t e d t h e m e m o r i a l p i l l a r s as w e l l , 
m a y b e t h e y w e r e r e - p a i n t e d d u r i n g m o u r n i n g c e r e m o n i e s . W h e n 
t h e p i l l a r s w e r e r e p l a c e d b y m e n h i r s c o v e r e d w i t h e n g r a v i n g s , 
t h a t w o u l d c e r t a i n l y n o t e x c l u d e or s p a r e a d d i t i o n a l p a i n t i n g o n 
c e r t a i n o c c a s i o n s . 

B o d y p a i n t i n g h a s a l o n g t r a d i t i o n i n C e n t r a l A s i a . It is a l r e a d y 
a t t e s t e d by c o l o u r e d i m a g e s o n t h e s l abs f o r m i n g s t o n e - c i s t s of 
t h e c e m e t e r y at K a r a k o l i n t h e H i g h A l t a j r e g i o n (Fig.5). A c c o r d i n g 
to K u b a r e v (1988 p .169 ) , m o s t of t h e b u r i a l s b e l o n g to t h e 3 rd 
M i l l e n n i u m BC. Th i s t r a d i t i o n p e r s i s t e d in s o m e r e g i o n s of S ibe r i a 
a l m o s t to the p r e s e n t day - a n d it is w e l l a t t e s t ed b y p a i n t i n g s o n 
f u n e r a l m a s k s , r e n d e r i n g t h e f ea tu r e s of d e a d p e r s o n s (Fig. 6). T h e y 
w e r e f o u n d in t h e g raves of the T a s t y k - C u l t u r e , b e t w e e n t h e 2 n d 
C e n t u r y BC a n d the 4 t h C e n t u r y AD (Kiselev 1951, pp .446 -459 ) . 

W e m a y say t h a t b o d y p a i n t i n g , i .e. t h e d e c o r a t i o n of t h e a c t i n g 
p e r s o n , is c o m p l e m e n t o r y to t h e t e n d e n c y of t h e r o a m i n g h u n t e r s 
to e m b e l l i s h caves a n d o t h e r s a n c t u a r i e s w i t h a n i m a l f i g u r e s . 
P a i n t i n g s or r o c k c a r v i n g s w e r e u s u a l l y m a d e in s u c h p l a c e s . 
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Eviden t l y , d u r i n g t h e S c y t h i a n p e r i o d n o t all t r ibes u s e d ta t tooing . 
In t h e P a z y r y k c e m e t e r y o n l y the ch ie f b u r i e d in k u r g a n II ( m a y b e 
a f o r e i g n e r w h o h a d m a r r i e d i n t o t h e loca l d y n a s t y ) s h o w e d th i s 
a d o r n m e n t (Fig.2). Tat tooing w a s t h e ar t i s t ica l ly pe r f ec t s o p h i s t i c a t i o n 
of a l o n g t r a d i t i o n . 

W e m a y a s s u m e tha t t h e i m p o r t a n c e of b o d y - p a i n t i n g w a s grea t ly 
r e d u c e d w h e n t h e b a t t l e d r e s s of t h e N o r t h e r n N o m a d s c a m e i n t o 
g e n e r a l u s e . It w a s i n s o m e r e s p e c t s s i m i l a r to t h e u n i f o r m of a 
p a r a c h u t i s t c l o s e l y f i t t i n g to t h e b o d y , a l l w e a p o n s f i r m l y t i e d to 
t h e g i r d l e or t h e t h i g h s , a l l o w i n g j u m p s o n or f r o m t h e h o r s e 
( w i t h o u t s t i r r u p s ) . I n i t i a l l y o n l y a so r t of r i d i n g b r e e c h e s w a s 
u s e d - as v i s i b l e o n a f a m o u s sea l , f o u n d at S y a l k (Fig.7), a n d i n 
o n e of t h e r e l i e f s of A s s u r n a s i r p a l II ( 883 -859 BC) ( Je t tmar 1967 , 
p p . 2 1 2 - 2 1 3 ) . B e f o r e t h e t r a n s i t i o n to m o u n t e d w a r f a r e , t h e m e n i n 
t h e d e s e r t s of C e n t r a l A s i a w o r e o n l y g i r d l e s or l o i n c l o t h e s (Fig.8), 
t h e w o m e n h a d f r i n g e d a p r o n s c o v e r i n g h i p s a n d b r e a s t s (Fig.9). 
In t h e n i g h t , h e a v y b l a n k e t s or p o n c h o s w e r e u s e d , a d a p t e d to t h e 
e x t r e m e c h a n g e s in t e m p e r a t u r e w h i c h are t y p i c a l fo r a c o n t i n e n t a l 
c l i m a t e (Fig. 10). S t i l l t o d a y t h e r e goes a s a y i n g : s i lk i n d a y t i m e , 
f u r s i n t h e e v e n i n g . 

M y t h e s i s w o u l d e x p l a i n t h e p r e f e r e n c e for a n i m a l s , a n d t h e 
a v o i d a n c e of h u m a n f igures ( they w o u l d h a v e b e e n a r e d u p l i c a t i o n , 
s i n c e t h e h u m a n b o d y w a s t h e c a n v a s ) , b u t n o t t h e a b u n d a n t u s e 
of c u r v e s , s p i r a l s , i n v e r t e d s p i r a l s , s p i r a l h o o k s a n d v o l u t e s as 
s t r u c t u r i n g e l e m e n t s . In m y b o o k " A r t of t h e S t e p p e s " I s t r e s s e d 
t h e f ac t t h a t at t ha t t i m e t h e d e r i v a t i o n of t h i s f ac to r w a s an 
u n s o l v e d p r o b l e m . N e i t h e r i n Eas t -Europe n o r i n the w e s t e r n s t e p p e -
l a n d s c o u l d o n e t r ack d o w n t h e roo t s - c e r t a i n l y n o t i n t h e t e r r i t o ry 
of t h e A n d r o n o v o - C u l t u r e , s u p p o s e d l y t h e c r a d l e of t h e I r a n i a n 
p e o p l e s . 

N o w t h i s r i d d l e s e e m s to b e s o l v e d . T h e n o m a d i c a n d 
s e m i n o m a d i c t r i bes in t h e e a s t e r n p a r t of t h e s t e p p e s , t h e " S a k a " , 
u s e d " A n i m a l S t y l e " for t h e d e c o r a t i o n of t h e i r w e a p o n s , b u t 
s o m e of t h e m h a d i n h e r i t e d f r o m the i r ances to r s a p o t t e r y d e c o r a t e d 
b y p a i n t i n g in d i f f e r e n t s ty les , s eve ra l of t h e m u s i n g s p i r a l s , w h i r l s 
a n d v o l u t e s (Fig.11). T h a t b e c a m e e v i d e n t a l r e a d y for o u t s i d e r s 
by i l l u s t r a t i o n s a d d e d to D e b a i n e - F r a n c f o r t ' s a r t i c l e s (1988; 1989) . 
I d a r e n o t say w h a t w a s t h e ances t r a l g r o u p (Walabai , or Kageq iake , 
or Alagou?) . In t h e w h o l e e a s t e r n a rea a g e n e r a l t r e n d t o w a r d s 
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s p i r a l s a n d v o l u t e s w a s s t r i k i n g . So t h e m i s s i n g l i n k s m i g h t h a v e 
ex i s t ed s o m e w h e r e in X in j i ang . O w i n g to th i s t e n d e n c y , t h e " A n i m a l 
S t y l e " t o o k i ts " s w i n g " , w h i c h d i d c e r t a i n l y n o t d e r i v e f r o m t h e 
e a r l i e r a r t i s t i c p r o d u c t i o n of t h e w e s t e r n s t e p p e s . 

G r j a z n o v h a d s t a r t e d b y t h e a s s u m p t i o n t h a t l a r g e - s i z e a n i m a l 
f i g u r e s p a i n t e d (or t a t t o o e d ) o n t h e b o d i e s of w a r r i o r s w e r e a m o n g 
t h e f i r s t p o p u l a r m o t i f s of t h e e m e r g i n g " A n i m a l S t y l e " . It w a s 
e a s y to a p p l y t h e m to t h e b a r e s k i n . 

It is n o t d i f f i c u l t to e x p l a i n w h y t h e a n i m a l f i g u r e s , p r e v i o u s l y 
c o v e r i n g a l m o s t t h e w h o l e b o d y , w e r e l a t e r o n c o n c e n t r a t e d o n a 
f e w accessor ies of dress , a n d e q u i p m e n t . As w e k n o w f r o m n u m e r o u s 
G r e e k d e p i c t i o n s ( i n c l u d i n g v a s e - p a i n t i n g s ) , t h e c l o t h i n g s of t h e 
n o m a d s , c o v e r i n g t h e w h o l e b o d y , w e r e e m b e l l i s h e d i n a d i f f e r e n t 
w a y , m a y b e a c c o r d i n g to t r a d i t i o n s b o r n e b y t h e w o m e n w h o 
w e r e w e a v i n g t h e f a b r i c s . O n l y t h e s a d d l e - c l o t h , d e c o r a t e d w i t h 
fe l t a p p l i q u e s , a n d m a y b e t e n t - c o v e r s as w e l l , d i d n o t n e e d f i g u r e s 
r e d u c e d i n s i ze . 

T h e r e are e x c e p t i o n s to t h e ru l e , e.g. g a r m e n t s f o u n d d u r i n g t h e 
excava t ion of kurgans at U l a n d r y k in the Al ta j (Fig.12). The re , c lo th ing 
d e c o r a t e d w i t h a p p l i c a t i o n s m a d e f r o m l e a t h e r or b i r c h b a r k w e r e 
d i s c o v e r e d by K u b a r e v (1987, pp .84 -90) . T h e y w e r e too de l i c a t e for 
da i ly u s e a n d m a d e for the f u n e r a l on ly . In m o s t cases fe l t a p p l i q u e s 
d e c o r a t i n g t h e s a d d l e , a n d long h a n g i n g s l e a d i n g d o w n f r o m t h e 
s a d d l e h a d t h e s a m e l i m i t e d r ange of a p p l i c a t i o n (Fig.13). 

I n s t e a d , t h e " A n i m a l S t y l e " i n d a i l y u s e w a s r e s t r i c t e d to a 
f e w paraphernalia, n a m e l y to t h e w e a p o n s , t h e o r n a m e n t s , t h e 
be l t b u c k l e a n d t h e h o r s e - t r a p p i n g s of t h e w a r r i o r . T h e p r o d u c t i o n 
of t he se objects , h o w e v e r , w a s t h e task of v a r i o u s spec i a l i s t s w o r k i n g 
i n b r o n z e , s i l ve r , a n d g o l d , or w o o d a n d b o n e . T h e r e s u l t w a s t h a t 
t h e d a s h i n g e l e g a n c e of t h e p a i n t i n g s e n t e r e d t h e a r t i s t i c s p e c t r u m 
of t h e s e c r a f t s m e n . T h i s w a s a c r e a t i v e m e e t i n g b e t w e e n s t r o n g 
a n d i n d e p e n d e n t t r a d i t i o n s , i n a b r o a d b e l t at t h e f r i n g e of t h e 
Ta iga . O n t h e o n e h a n d , t h e " S e i ' m a - T u r b i n o p h e n o m e n o n " h a d 
s t i m u l a t e d t h e f o r m a t i o n of m e t a l l u r g i c a l c e n t r e s , o n t h e o t h e r 
h a n d , t h e h u n t e r s h a d n o t - l o s t t h e i r a r t i s t i c h e r i t a g e - t h e ar t of 
c a r v i n g w o o d a n d b o n e ( C e r n y h & K u z ' m i n y h 1989) . 

R e c e n t l y , a n a d d i t i o n a l e l e m e n t i n t h i s f a s c i n a t i n g f u s i o n of 
a r t i s t i c t r e n d s w a s i d e n t i f i e d by S h e r (1992 , p p . 1 2 - 1 4 ) . T e c h n i q u e s 
d e r i v e d f r o m t h e O k u n e v o C u l t u r e , e.g. t h e s t r u c t u r i n g of t h e 
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animal body by para l le l zigzagging l ines , are p resen t in the 
easternmost variants of nomadic art. But they were restricted to 
some secondary centres, namely to the so-called Sauromat ian 
complex, and (together wi th other far eastern elements) to the 
Aral region. 

Most of these threads, in terwoven in the pattern of the "Animal 
Style", were always seen - or at least postula ted - by the scholars, 
but the original Central Asiatic root; arising f rom areas today 
belonging to Xinjiang, can only be ident i f ied by fol lowing the 
footsteps of Grjaznov. 

It should be stressed that all processes of fus ion took place at 
a t ime w h e n the poli t ical centre in Tuva, documented by the 
Arzan-Kurgan (745 +40 BC, according to Savinov 1992) was involved 
in the raids which caused the decline of the Western Zhou dynasty. 
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FIG. 1: Stag stones from Mongolia and the Sajan-Altaj region. The "wrapping 
a round" of the decoration (in the tradit ion of wooden pillars) is visible in the 
drawings 3, 6 and 9, after Grjaznov (1984). 
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FIG. 2: E s s e n t i a l m o t i f s o b s e r v e d i n t h e t a t t o o s o n t h e b o d y of t h e c h i e f t a i n b u r i e d 
i n k u r g a n P a z y r y k II, a f t e r R u d e n k o ( 1 9 6 0 , f i g . 148 ) . 
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FIG. 3: S c h e m e u s e d " t o b u i l d u p " t h e i m a g e of a s t ag s t a n d i n g o n t i p t o e s , a f t e r 
G r j a z n o v (1984) . 
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FIG. 4: Scheme of the stages for depict ing a series of stags wi th a muzzle like the 
beak of a lapwing, after Grjazriov [1984). 
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FIG. 5: Dancing figures depicted on a slab used for the construct ion of the cist in 
Karakol, kurgan II, grave 1. The dancers wear masks, but body paint ing is indicated 
as well , after Kubarev (1988, fig. 18). 
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FIG. 6: Mummif ied head with a funerary mask, indicat ing the pat tern used for 
body paintings as well. Oglakhty, burial ground VI, 1st Century BC, after Artamonov 
(1974). 
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FIG. 7: In the early period of mounted warfare the riders wore trousers or loincloths 
but no upper garment, as visible in a seal from Syalk. 
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FIG. 8: Only a loincloth or a belt wi th tassels was worn dur ing dayt ime in the 
southern regions of Central Asia, after Bergman (1939, pi. 11/5 and 7). 

m 
FIG. 9: S imi la r c lo th ing (wi th a 
breast cover) were worn by women 
in Mongolia during the Bronze Age. 
To the left, a male figure is visible. 
(Petroglyphs at Kalbak-TaS), after 
Kubarev (1988, p.139, fig.81). 
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FIG. 10: Dead body preserved in the extremely dry climate of the Lop-nor region. 
Felt boots and a felt cap were worn plus a heavy coat dur ing the night, after 
Bergman (1939, p.136, fig.32). 
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FIG. 11: Pottery painted with scrolls from Alangou I, after Debaine-Francfort (1989). 

FIG. 12: In kurgan 2, cemetery 
U l a n d r y k , no ske le ton was 
discovered. So it was a ceno
taph, apparently for a child, as 
i n s t e a d of the b o d y smal l 
clothing was found: a decorated 
blouse and a cap. The boot was 
w i t h o u t deco ra t i on . The 
app l ica t ions show cocks ar
ranged into quadrangular fields. 
They were made of thin and 
soft leather, only fit for ritual 
use, after Kubarev (1987, p.85, 
fig.31). 
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FIG. 13: Lion with antlers. Applicat ion made 
of soft leather, found in Kurgan Tuekta I as 
decoration of a saddle, after Rudenko (1960, 
fig.57k). 
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