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Introduction 
 From historical perspectives we perceive that the domain in northern China and 

Mongolia has been always the homeland of nomadic peoples, such as the Xiongnu (匈奴), 

Xianbei (鮮卑), Avars (柔然), Turks (突厥), Khitan (契丹) Jurchens (女真), and 

Monglians (蒙古), who once developed numerous prestigious empires in history. Among 

them, the Xiongnu (or some translated as Hsiungnu) was the first nomadic tribe who 

unified neighboring tribes to establish a country that was powerful enough to intimidate 

Chinese dynasties (Lin 1986). According to Chinese chronicles, such as Shiji (史記) and 

Hanshu (漢書), the Xiongnu Empire, prospering during the second century BC to the 

first century AD, occupied the lands from Lake Baikal to the north, the Chinese Great 

Wall to the south,   Greater Khingan Mountains to the east, and the Altai Mountains to 

the west (Shiji, ch.110).  However, the Xiongnu regime started to decline when it was 

separated into two parts, southern Xiongnu and northern Xiongnu, in the first century AD 

(Hanshu, ch. 64). After the northern Xiongnu lost the major battle against Chinese army 

in 91 AD (Hanshu, ch. 64),  Chinese historians (Ji 1977, Xiao, Lin 1986)  told us that 

southern Xiongnu became Chinese residents, some groups of northern Xiongnu joined 

other nomadic confederacies, and some hordes trekked west.  Almost 300 hundred years 

later, we heard from Roman historians, such as Ammianus (325-391 AD) and Priscus 

(433-474 AD) that a nomadic people, the Huns, suddenly appeared in eastern Europe 

who destroyed every nation on their way to Hungarian Plain where they established a 

giant empire that severely threatened both Romans and Germans (Ammianus, Book XXI 

& Priscus’ work). Western scholars had associated the Huns with the Xiongnu since the 

middle of the 18th century AD, and the identification of their ancestral relationship is still 

a heated debate both in the eastern and western academia (Wright 1997, p. 78).  

 It should be noted that the names of nomadic peoples were mostly constructed by 

historians. We do not exactly know whether the nomads called themselves the names 

gived by their sedentary neighbors. Nonetheless, in the following discussions, I will use 

those constructed terms to name steppe peoples in order to clearly specify the groups I 

am dealing with.    
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 My research question will be to investigate whether the Xiongnu and Huns were 

culturally related primarily based on archaeological evidence with the support of 

historical studies.  This question does not aim to explore any direct lineage between the 

Xiongnu and Huns, which has been studied by many scholars who mainly tried to 

examine whether the Xiongnu and the Huns were genealogically related. Even if 

historical or linguistic evidence could indicate that the Huns were descendants of the 

Xiongnu, this fact would not confirm the same material culture shared by two peoples 

after almost three hundred year separation. In other words, the Xiongnu and the Huns 

might be genetically the same, but they are culturally different. As a result, my mission is 

to concentrate on the comparison of their material cultures in order to examine how 

similar or how different they are. 

 The question of the Xiongnu-Hun identity had been first pursued by a French 

sinologist, Joseph Deguinges, who published his work Histoire Générale des Huns, des 

Turcs, des Mongols, et des autres Tartares occidentaux in the 1750’s. He identified the 

Xiongnu as the Huns in order to establish a continuous political identity between nomads 

in the west and in the east (Maenchen-Helfen 1945, p. 222). His perspective was accepted 

by Edward Gibbon in the twenty-sixth chapter of his The Decline and Fall of the Roman 

Empire in which we read: 

The Huns, who under the reign of Valens threatened the empire of Rome, had 
been formidable, in a much earlier period, to the empire of China. Their ancient, 
perhaps their original, seat was an extensive, though dry and barren, tract of 
country immediately on the north side of the Great Wall (Gibbon, 414).  

Although Gibbon did not mention the word Xiongnu to refer to the country located in the 

north of the Great Wall, from Shiji ch. 110 we know that the construction of the Great 

Wall originally aimed to defend the increasing Xiongnu power.  

  When entering into the 19th century AD, most efforts to study the Xiongnu-Hun 

continuity relied heavily upon linguistic investigations (Wright 1997, p. 88). Some 

scholars suggested that the Huns spoke a Finno-Ugric language which was different from 

the Xiongnu who adopted an Altaic dialect. On the other hand, some considered that the 

Huns were Turkish speakers (see McGovern 1939, p. 467-471 for detailed bibliography).  
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By the turn of the 20th century, explorations of the Xiongnu-Hun identity question turned 

to the studies of historical and geographic aspects. Némäti (1910, p. 358) attempted to 

use an old Latin map which identified the Huns who lived in the north of the Chinese 

Great Wall.   Another scholar, John Bagnell Bury, admitted that the names of the 

Xiongnu and the Huns were phonetically similar, but he denied that the westward 

migration of the Huns was credited to the decline of the Xiongnu Empire in the east: 

It is supposed that the name Huns is simply a Greek corruption of Xiongnu; and 
this may well be so. But the immediate events which precipitated the Huns into 
Europe had nothing directly to do with the collapse of the Xiongnu power which 
had occurred in the distant west (Bury 1958, p. 101).  
 

Friedrich Hirth (1901) a German sinologist, devoted himself to reviewing some historical 

events in both western and Chinese literature, which could connect the Huns with the 

Xiongnu (I will elaborate his viewpoint in the section of migration history).  

 Utilizing archaeological evidence to verify the Xiongnu-Hun question began in 

the third and fourth decades of the 20th century (Wright 1997, p. 79). During this time, 

archaeologists, such as Alfoldi, Werner, and Takács had thoroughly analyzed the 

Hunnish material culture in a great volume (see Maenchen-Helfen 1973, p. 503-578 for 

detailed reference). Based on those abundant publications, Maenchen-Helfen (1973) 

published his painstaking book The World of the Huns in which he widely discussed the 

Huns in the aspects of history, society, religion, economy, warfare, archaeology, 

language, and race. Although throughout his book he was inclined to refute the Xiongnu-

Hun equation, in the section of the Hunnish bronze cauldrons we read: 

It is to be assumed that future excavations will close the many gaps between the 
Kerulen River and the Danube. Still, even now there can be no doubt the Hunnish 
cauldrons, originated on Chinese northern and northwestern borders. The crude, 
often truly barbaric copper cauldrons link the Huns with the area of the Xiongnu 
confederacy (p. 337). 

From this passage, we can perceive the potential of archaeological finds to solve the 

problem of Xiongnu-Hun relations, especially when historical, geographical, and 

linguistic approaches to unraveling the true identities of the Xiongnu and Huns have been 

pursued for 200 years (Wright 1997, p. 106). For this reason, I decide to emphasize 
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archaeological evidence to investigate the material culture of both peoples to draw some 

possible conclusions.  

 My paper consists of six chapters. The first chapter will introduce Xiongnu-or 

Hun- related archaeological sites that form my basic data for the comparison of their 

material cultures.  I classify those excavations into six groups in which the first three are 

associated with the Xiongnu, the middle two with the Huns, and the last one probably 

with other tribes. Group A includes the 7th to 3rd century BC sites situated in the Ordos 

(鄂爾多斯) cultural zone in China. The Ordos is a plateau on the southern side of the 

middle Huanghe (黃河) where archaeologists have unearthed plenty of exquisite bronze 

artifacts. Though the name of the Xiongnu officially appeared in the 4th century BC, the 

Xiongnu were bound to absorb many Ordos cultural elements given the fact their 

southern headquarters was once established around the vicinity of the Ordos plateau 

(Shiji , ch.110). Group B represents sites located in Mongolia during the heyday of the 

Xiongnu Empire (the 2nd century BC to the 1st century AD). A lot of giant burial mounds, 

known as kurgans, along with rich grave goods have been excavated. Group C are 

credited to continuous Ordos culture under the influence of the Xiongnu reign. Group D 

belongs to the southern Xiongnu and Group E is said to be the northern Xiongnu relics 

(Ma 2005). Group F and Group G are considered as the sites bearing nomadic elements 

during the early Migration Period (Anke 1998). Whether these sites can be assigned to 

the Huns is still in doubt, but I will examine individual artifacts to see if they carry any 

possible Hunnish attributes that I can use to compare with the material culture of the 

Xiongnu. Finally, Group H are rock carving sites which have yielded considerable 

petroglyphs with shamanic figures and cauldrons that can facilitate our understanding of 

their religious life (Érdy 1996).  

 Chapter 2 deals with geographical background of Eurasia as well as with 

historical narratives associated with the Xiongnu and the Huns. I also discuss how 

scholars attempt to deduce probable migration routes taken by the westbound Xiongnu to 

Europe. Chapter 3 focuses on the comparison of political, economic, and military 

frameworks between the Xiongnu and the Huns. Chapter 4 will bring in ethnohistoric 

evidence to compare with archaeological finds, and to investigate similarities between the 
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Xiongnu and Hunnish societies. Chapter 5 explores linguistic hypotheses. Chapter 6 is 

the core of my paper. There I analyze a variety of archaeological finds, including bronze 

mirrors, arrowheads, reflex bows, cemetery types, artificially deformed skulls, long 

swords and scabbard slides, horse birdles, works of art, and bronze cauldrons to examine 

the cultural relationships between the Xiongnu and the Huns. In the conclusion, I suggest 

an answer to the puzzle of the Xiongnu-Hun connections.  
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1.1 Group A: The Ordos Region between the 8thand the 3rd centuries BC 

A1. Tombs at Taohongbala, Inner Mongolia, Northern China 
 (cited from Tian 1976)  

 
 In 1972 Chinese archaeologists investigated six tombs located in the Ordos desert 

area at an average elevation of 1,500 meters. Due to prevalent quicksand activity, most of 

the graves had been partially destroyed to an extent that some of them were exposed to 

the surface. These six burials were rectangular pits oriented to the northeast. The corpses, 

in a supine position with limbs extended, were buried singly without any coffins. 

Sacrificed animals, primarily skulls and hooves of horses, oxen, and sheep were placed 

above human skeletons. The majority of the unearthed goods (Fig. 2) were bronze objects 

along together with other iron, gold, stone, bone, or ceramic artifacts.   

    Fig.1 Map showing sites discussed in the chapter 1 
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 Tian (1976) states that the bronze dagger and arrowhead at Taohongbala 

stylistically resembled other counterparts from an early Warring States Period site 

(around the 6th to the 5th century BC). According to the Chinese chronicle Shiji (史記), 

during the Warring States Period the vicinity of Taohongbala was inhabited by a nomadic 

group known as ″Linhu (林胡) ″, meaning barbarians who lived in the forests. Because 

those bronze buckles and ornaments with zoomorphic motifs represent typical themes of 

steppe cultures in northern China, Tian proposes that the material culture at Taohongbala 

belonged to Linhu.  Furthermore, Linhu was defeated by the state of Zhao (one of 

kingdoms during the Warring States Period) in 265 BC and after that they were never 

mentioned by Chinese historians. Scholars postulate that Linhu might have fled to join 

the early Xiongnu and presumably they became a part of the Xiongnu confederacy (Wu 

1990).   

 
A2. The Buertaige Xiang Cemetery, Inner Mongolia, Northern China  

(cited from Wenwu1992) 
 

 Due to severe disturbances by geological movements, all human skeletons, horse 

bones, and grave goods were randomly scattered over the surface, which prevented 

archaeologists from determining the cemetery structures and customs. Most of the 

artifacts (Fig. 3) are of bronze with few articles of grey, low-fired ceramics.   

 Some bronze objects, such as the knife, snaffle bit, hook buckles, and small 

appliqués buttons parallel other finds from the early Warring States Period sites (the 5th 

century BC). The hook buckle in particular resembles the one from the Taohongbala. 

Therefore, it is assumed that the site of Gongsuhao is dated around 500 BC.   

 
A3. The Cemetery of Guoxianyaozi, Inner Mongolia, Northern China 

 (cited from the Institute of Archaeology, Inner Mongolia 1989) 
 

 This site was encircled by hills on the three sides and a creek in its north. Twenty-

five graves had been excavated in the 1983 excavation, but the cemetery was believed to 

exceed one hundred graves, many damaged by road constructions. All tombs were 

rectangular pits oriented towards the east and the bodies of the dead in the supine position 
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were interred singly without coffins. A wide range of animals were buried, including 

skulls and scapulae of horses, oxen, deer, sheep, deer, pig, and dogs. These burials were 

of three types: the regular pit, the pit with a niche for ceramics and sacrifice animals (Fig. 

4), the stepped pit with the niche.  

 The cemetery at Guoxianyaozi had been in use for a long span in terms of the 

typology of artifacts (Fig. 5). The time interval is dated between the late Spring and 

Autumn Period to the early Warring States Period (the 8th to 5th centuries BC). 

Furthermore, the presence of pig bones as well as the lack of horse fittings might imply 

an agro-nomadic life with primary domestic animal husbandry and subsidiary farming 

and hunting (Institute of Archaeology 1989) 

 
A4. The Yinniugou Cemetery, Inner Mongolia, Northern China 
(cited from Archaeological Team of the Inner Mongolia 1984) 

 
 This site, investigated in 1981, was located at the southern side of the Manhan 

Mountains with an elevation of 1,200 meters. Due to intense soil erosion, the surface had 

been cut into numerous rough ditches. There were fifteen tombs of which two distinct 

burial types can be detected. The first group was nine tombs oriented toward the east 

without coffins (Fig. 6-1) and the other group consisted of six north-oriented stepped pits 

with inner and outer coffins (Fig. 6-2). All deceased were placed in the supine position 

with their limbs stretched.  

 The variations of cemetery structures and grave inventories (Fig. 7) reflect on 

discrepancies of material culture. On the one hand, east-west oriented graves contain 

weapons, animal sacrifices, and zoomorphic ornaments that are similar to another 

cemetery site at Maoqinggou (see below A7). On the other hand, tombs with the heads of 

deceased towards the north were equipped with two layers of coffins, stepped design of 

the pit, garment hooks, and the iron knife with a ring-shaped pommel, which were all 

credited to Chinese influence. According to a historical incident in 299 BC, the Zhao, one 

of Chinese feudal states during the Warring States period, expanded its territory into the 

vicinity of the Hanman Mountains where northern nomads originally inhabited (Shiji, 

ch.110) The two different cemetery customs in Yinniugou may mirror the co-existence of 
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nomadic tribes and Chinese settlers (The Archaeological Team of the Inner Mongolia 

1984).    

 

A5. Bronze Articles in Fanjiayaozi, Inner Mongolia, and Northern China  

(cited from Li 1959)  

 Several articles of bronze artifacts have been excavated with only one grave 

identified as a rectangular pit with 2.6 in length, 0.9 in width, and 1.3 meters in depth. 

The deceased was lying in a supine position with stretched limbs. The finds include: 

straight-bladed bronze dagger with two rings on the end of the hilt (1), bronze knife with 

the ring-shaped pommel (2), bronze dagger axe (3), bronze animal-style buttons (4), and 

circular ornament (5). No certain date has been assigned, but these bronzes would not be 

later than the Warring States Period (453-221 BC).  

 
A6. The Goulitou Cemetery, Inner Mongolia, Northern China 

 (cited from Cui 1994) 
 

 Excavators found many fragments of horse and sheep bone along with bronze 

grave goods (Fig. 8) including straight-edged dagger with beast-like pommel (1), bronze 

hook buckle with arc-shaped decorations (3), and few bronze buttons (3). A bronze 

dagger, similar to Fig. 8-1 also appeared at the Xigoupan Cemetery (see below A9), dated 

approximately the Warring States Period (453-221 BC).                          

 
A7. Maoqinggou, Liangcheng County, Inner Mongolia, Northern China  

(cited from Tian & Guo 1986) 
 Maoqinggou, which stands southwest in Liangcheng county on the southern 

foothills of Manhan Mountains, is a hilly region with a series of ravines passed by. There 

were  more than 150 burials in this site, but only 79 have been well-studied (Fig. 10). Of 

excavated tombs, 67 were rectangular earthen pit graves oriented toward the east, a 

typical burial custom frequently performed by those who settled in the Inner Mongolia 

during the Iron Age. The other twelve tombs were of similar pit-grave type but with 

north-south orientation.  
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 The east-west oriented tombs often contained the niche by the head of the 

deceased for placing the ceramic jar (Fig. 10-1, M31). Half of tombs were interred with 

animal skulls and hooves, primarily including goats and other fauna such as horses, oxen, 

and dogs. Coffins were absent in almost all east-west tombs except for M23 (Fig. 31-2). 

The other twelve graves, oriented to the north, lacked any burial niches and sacrificial 

animals, but some of them showed the presence of coffins. M81 (Fig. 31-3) had a wooden 

coffin with a stepped structure and M25 (Fig. 31-4) was equipped with an outer and an 

inner coffin, which might have descended from Chinese burial tradition.  

 The quantities of grave inventories (Fig. 11) inside individual tombs varied from 

one to 108 objects, which might indicate social differentiations between grave owners. 

All grave gifts were positioned in a consistent order: strings of beads were scattered over 

the heads or necks; all kinds of belt ornaments made of iron or bronze were put beside the 

waists; bronze plaques with animal motifs were placed above the abdomens or next to the 

pelvises; daggers, knives, and swords were laid close to the waists; ceramics were located 

either by the heads or inside the niches.  

 Based on the typology of grave goods with the help of radiocarbon dating, 

archaeologists suggest that Maoqinggou was a huge tribal, collective cemetery site that 

extended from the late Spring and Autumn Period to the late Warring States Stage (the 

late 6th to late 4th century BC).The burials with the heads of the dead towards the north, 

dated around the late 4th century BC, present distinct grave conventions and goods from 

those oriented east-west. This culture might be associated with Chinese immigrants 

brought by the King Wuling of Zhao (306 BC) during his campaigns against the northern 

nomads (Shiji, ch.110).    

 
A8. The Yulongtai Cemetery in Tasungar Banner, Inner Mongolia, Northern China 

(cited from Museum of Inner Mongolia 1977) 
 

 In 1974 the Inner Mongolia Museum received a group of bronze artifacts from the 

village of Yulongtai and later conducted a thorough excavation to discover a group of the 

artifacts bearing nomadic features (Fig. 12). An ancient tomb encompassed by many 

uneven sand dunes was unearthed along with scattered human, horse, and sheep skeletal 
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remains. The grave items mainly contain bronze products with some iron, bone, and stone 

articles. No detailed information about the cemetery customs is available in this report.  

 Both the sheep-head fitting and three-winged arrowheads provide crucial 

evidence for dating. Another sheep-head counterpart, functioning as the decoration for 

wagons, was discovered in a cemetery site related to the Qin Dynasty dated back to 224 

BC. The three-edged arrowheads were prevalent throughout Warring States Period (453-

221 BC) and the Western Han Dynasty (206-8 BC). As a result, the Yulongtai Cemetery 

is considered to exist during the later Warring States Period and the early Western Han 

Dynasty.  

 Although this burial was badly demolished so that no certain conclusions about 

cemetery type were available, one could still assign the Yulongtai to a nomadic culture 

by observing the presence of animal sacrifice, vivid bronze ornaments with zoomorphic 

emblems, and artifacts associated with horse or wagon riding. The beast-like door handle 

in Yulongtai actually derived from the Chinese repertoire, which verifies a certain trade 

between nomads and sedentary peoples at that time.  

 
A9. The Xigoupan Cemetery (M1, M2, and M3), Inner Mongolia, Northern China 

(cited from CPAM 1980) 
 

 This site, located in the desert areas, yielded three north-south oriented 

rectangular pits along with a huge quantity of horse and sheep skulls by the head of the 

deceased. The corpses were interred in the supine position without wooden coffins. Grave 

goods in each tomb indicated a certain hierarchy of burial owners. For example, M2 

mainly contained gold and silver embellishments, M3 highlighted bronze implements, 

and M2 merely had few iron articles. While the differentiation did exist among these 

three tombs, the nearly identical typology of ceramics from them pointed to the same 

time period.  

 The Xigoupan Cemetery earned its reputation in terms of exquisite gold and silver 

zoomorphic artifacts (Fig. 13). A huge quantity of animal-style appliqués not only 

testified the highest craftsmanship of nomadic culture in northern China, but also 

indicated iconographical connections with other southern Siberian counterparts in the 3rd 
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century BC (I will discuss this in later chapter). Moreover, Chinese inscriptions on the 

back of tiger-boar plaque and silver plaque tiger-head ornament documented the weight 

of the artifacts and the name of the marker or workshop. According to writing style of 

those Chinese characters, archaeologists dated this site during about the later Warring 

States Period (300-200 BC).                              

 

A10. The Hulusitai Cemetery, Inner Mongolia, Northern China 

(cited from Ta & Liang 1980) 

Archaeologists investigated three burials on a sand dune encircled by mountains. 

They were typical rectangular pits with north-south orientation. Horse skulls were found 

above human skeletons and a ceramic pot by the head of the dead in one of tombs. Grave 

gifts (Fig. 14) were for the most part bronzes, including dagger with bird-head pommel 

(1), curved knife with a perforation on the hilt (2), crane-mouth axe (3) , adz (4), wagon 

fitting (5), the horse cheek trappings (6), bell (7), stag figure standing on a mirror (8)  

three-edged arrowhead (9), tube-shaped accessory (10), and flower-like ornament (11). 

An intact, reddish ceramic pot with curved lines on the shoulder was also discovered. The 

typology of horse trappings, weapon, bronze ornaments, and pottery suggests that the 

Hulusitai Cemetery might exist during the period of the late Warring States (the 4th to the 

3rd century BC).  

 

A11. Sujigou, In ner Mongolia, Northern China 

(cited from Kai 1965) 

 An assemblage of bronze articles was accidentally found by the Sujigou villagers 

in the 1950s (Fig. 15). There were 20 articles in total that expressed delicate nomadic art 

featuring all sorts of animal themes, namely, standing and couching stags or does (1, 2), 

hollow, cylindrical wagon fitting with a standing lion-like creature (3), a sheep-head 

wagon ornament for a pole(4), two crane-head fitting for poles(5), finials with the 

recumbent horse(6), a wolf-head trapping (7), and bells(8). All zoomorphic objects were 

considered to be cart fittings since they bore with sockets for connecting to poles. The use 

of wagon in nomadic society could be possibly traced back to the late 3rd century BC. 
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The bronze deer with the antlers curving back to touch the hips parallel the find from the 

Xigoupan cemetery with the date of later Warring States Period (300-221 BC).  

 

A12.The Aluchaideng Cemetery, Inner Mongolia (cited from Tian & Guo 1980a) 

This site provides slight information about cemetery structures and customs due 

to the destruction of quicksand. Archaeologist could only estimate two tombs that were 

once buried here, but nothing more. The most productive contribution of this site is a vast 

number of flamboyant gold and silver artifacts that facilitate our understanding of 

nomadic craftsmanship. Some substantial finds (Fig. 16) are given below:    

(1) The gold raptor crown: this headgear presents a gold-body eagle, with turquoise-made 

head, standing on a gold hemisphere. A gold thread, pierced through eagle’s nostril, 

connected the head with the body in such a way as to let the wings of the eagle move up 

and down when the wearer is walking. The lower hemispherical portion depicts the 

images of wolves snapping the bodies of sheep. This, together with the erected eagle, 

implies the highest political or social status of the owners.   

(2)The gold circlet: this headdress consists of three semicircular gold strips to form a 

complete crown. It is adorned with plaited patterns and various animals in profile, 

including, tigers, horses, and sheep.  

(3) Six mirror-image pairs of gold plaques: each plaque is cast in a rectangular shape with 

the theme of the recumbent wolf. The wolf is portrayed as an antlered carnivore with the 

ends of antlered forming griffin heads and green or red stone in the body. In addition, the 

comma-shaped ears of the wolves here are icongraphically related to those from Nalin’ 

gaotu (see A14).   

(4) A pair of gold belt plaques: these two identical rectangular articles function as the belt 

buckle as one is perforated and the other left solid. Both of them are embellished with 

rope-like frames and had a loop on the back. The theme describes a combat in which 

tigers are biting oxen whose horns penetrated tigers’ ears.  

 Other miscellaneous finds include the gold sheet in the shape of the crouching 

tiger(5), gold ornaments with all kinds of animal motifs (6), silver ornament with the tiger 

head(7), silver plate with the image of the wolf carrying the deer(8), and strings of 
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beads(9). Most of them are equipped with loops or small holes to attach to belts or 

garments. 

 Tian & Guo (1980) suggest that animal-style artifacts in Aluchaideng vividly 

reveal the real landscape where ancient nomads once resided. Those who created such 

dynamic animal figures were definitely exposed themselves to that steppe environment, 

otherwise they could not capture such details as standing, crouching, fighting, and 

running scenes. The presence of these high-quality artworks also designates a certain 

level of specialized society where a group of professional artisans served the needs of the 

elite classes for luxurious goods.  The creation of exaggerating design of elongated 

antlers might count for certain foreign culture that invaded the Ordos region around the 

4th to 3rd century BC (I will discuss the appearance of this  new form of art in the section 

of the nomadic art).  

 

A13. A Hoard at Nianfangqu, Dong-sheng City, Inner Mongolia 

 (cited  from Archaeological Station 1991) 

Although this hoard did not accompany with any datable tombs, archaeologists 

excavated two late Warring States (300-221 BC) burials nearby the Nianfangqu hoard. 

Unearthed grave goods (Fig. 17) from this site contain gold and silver objects, weapons, 

harnesses, as well as horse skeletons, insinuating nomadic-related culture. Burial objects 

were described as below: 

(1) A gold plaque  

This object depicts a tiger fighting with a wolf that is capturing another small animal. The 

body of tiger is engraved four tiger heads and a wolf head, demonstrating a brutal prey in 

the real world. A loop, found on the back of the plaque, might be used as an attachment 

to belts or costumes. 

(2) Sheet gold appliqués  

In each sheet are two coiled dragons fighting with their claws. Perforations on the four 

corners of each sheet could be used as a fastening system. 
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 Other ornamental artifacts are comprised of gold earrings with diverse shapes of 

agate and turquoise (3), lined-tube ornaments (4), beast-head fitting (5), various gold 

beads (6), agate adornments with gold caps (7), broken, low fired, hand-made ceramic (8).    

A14. Shenmu County, Shannxi Province, China (cited from Da & Sun 1983) 

This location, passed by the Chinese Great Wall, had been regarded as the buffer 

areas between nomadic and sedentary civilizations for centuries. Under this unique 

circumstance, material culture in Shenmu County manifests both nomadic and Chinese 

influences. 

Unfortunately, the cemetery structures in this site remained unclear due to severe 

natural destruction. Plenty of finds were exposed to the surface along with scattered horse, 

ox, and sheep bones. There were five spots at Shenmu County that yielded artifacts 

associated with nomadic culture: Nalin’gaotu, Lijiapan, Laolongchi, and Majiagaigou 

(Fig. 18)  

 In Nalin’gaotu, all sorts of gold and silver ornaments were designed as animal 

style. A gold headgear (1), in the form of the standing ungulate with the raptor beak and 

splendidly curled antlers, represents the most stylish embellishment compared to other 

contemporary nomadic works of art. Although the similar artifacts could be found in 

Xigoupan and Aluchaideng, this deer-like object from Nalin’gaotu possesses numerous 

beast heads on its body in a unique way. In addition, other gold or silver animals in relief 

are also quite remarkable, including gold, robust tigers with repousse bodies (2); silver 

recumbent stag and doe (3). Decorative objects also appeared in a huge variety such as a 

gilt silver hilt with a ring-form pommel and a double sheep-head guard (4), silver sheep-

shaped button (5), silver ring with four tiger heads in relief (6), and sheet silver 

ornaments with the design of flowers(7).   

 Lijiapan yielded bronze rabbit in relief (8), tube-shaped ornaments (9), circular 

ornament with tear-like motifs (10), and hook buckle with the design of scrolls (11). In 

Laolongchi, a single-ridged bronze dagger with double-ring pommel and guard of spiral 

patterns (12) was found and in Majiagaigou, a round-handle bronze cauldron without 

base was excavated (13).   
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 As mentioned before, the way of presenting animal motifs closely paralleled what 

archaeologists found in the Xigoupan cemetery though what we have there is a two-

dimensional design. Moreover, other diverse zoomorphic themes were also frequently 

adopted by other sites from Inner Mongolia. The bronze dagger and wagon axle 

apparently resembled some Warring-States Chinese analogies, which probably testifies a 

prosperous trade network between the Xiongnu and Chinese. 
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Fig.2 Major finds at Taohongbala (A1) 
BRONZE: straight-edged dagger with face-to-face sheep pommel (1); crane-mouth axe (2); axe (3); a 
curved knife with a perforation on the end of hilt (4); arrowhead with shaft(5); ring-shaped hook buckle with 
arced elements in relief(6); circular ornament with the design of arcs(7); beast-head ornaments with loops on 
the back(8); rectangular plaque with three horses in profile(9); openwork buckles in the shape of double bird 
heads(10); tube-shaped ornaments(11); ornament with the design of linked pearls(12); flower-blossom 
buttons(13); a snaffle bit(14) and cheek pieces (15). GOLD: spiral earrings (16). STONE: turquoise beads 
(17). POTTERY: grey, low-fired, hand-built jars and cups (18).                       

(From Tian & Guo 1986, p. 210, fig.5, p. 211, fig.6, p. 212, fig.7, p. 215, fig.8, and p.216, fig.9). 

Fig.3 Major finds at Buertaige Xiang (F2) 
BRONZE: curved knife with ring-form pommel(1); axe(2); pickaxe(3); tube-shaped 
ornaments(4);flower-blossom buttons(5); hook buckles with dotted design(6); circular ornaments with 
zigzag patterns(7); bell(8); snaffle bit(9). POTTERY: Grey, low-fired, cup and jar (10-11).    

(From Wenwu 1992 vol.5)
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Fig.5 Major finds at Guoxianyaozi (F3) 
BRONZE: curve knife with ring-form pommel(1); small crane-mouth axe(2); hook buckles with 
circular or arced patterns(3); buttons with stylized bird heads(4); belt hook with a tiger capturing a 
goat(5); linked-pearl ornaments(6); tube-shaped ornaments(7); bell(8);circular ornaments(9); coiled 
earrings(10); mirror (11). BONE: arrowhead with triangular cross-section and spilt ends (12); 
arrowhead with triangular cross-section and a perforation on the end (13); arrowhead with triangular 
cross-section and the shaft (14); the end of bow limbs with the notch (15). STONE: turquoise and agate 
beads (16). POTTERY: both hand-made and wheel-thrown jars with the design of cords(17). 

(From Institute of Archaeology, Inner Mongolia 1989,  fig. 9, fig. 10, fig. 11, fig. 12, and fig.14). 

Fig.4 Tomb M21 and M19 at Guoxianyaozi (F3) 
From Institute of Archaeology, Inner Mongolia 1989,  

p. 50,  fig. 2 (M21) and p. 61, fig. 7 (M19.)  
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Fig.7  Major finds at Yinniugou (A4) 
BRONZE: three-winged arrowhead with a perforation at the end (1); garment-hooks (2); 
running-doe button (3); beast-head ornament (4). IRON: dagger with the rotten wooden hilt 
(5); crane-mouth axe (6); knife with ring-form pommel (7); garment-hook (8). POTTERY:  
ceramic pots with wavy lines on the shoulder (9). 

(From Archaeological Team of the Inner Mongolia 1984, fig. 7-9). 

M8 

Fig.6 Grave plans of M9 and M8 at Yinniugou (A4) 
From The Archaeological Team of the Inner Mongolia 1984,  fig.4 (M9) and fig. 5 (M8).  

1 
2
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Fig.8 Major finds at Fanjiayaozi (A5) 
From Li 1959, fig. 1 

Fig.9 Major finds at
Goulitou (A6) 

 From Cui 1994, fig. 1 

Fig.10 Grave plans at Maoqinggou (A7) 
From Tian & Guo 1986,  p .233, fig. 3(M31) & fig. 4 (M81),  p.234, fig. 5( M23), and p.235,  fig. 6 (M25).  
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Fig.11 Major finds at Maoqinggou (A7) 

BRONZE: straight-edged dagger with realistic double-bird pommel(1), with zigzag-hilt and symbolic 
double-bird pommel (2), with grooved hilt, two back-to-back bird guard, and realistic, double-bird, 
perforated pommel (3), with grooved hilt and double-bird, ring-shaped pommel(4); dagger axe(5); curved 
knife (6); spearhead(7); three-edged arrowheads(8~10); hook buckles with scroll patterns (11); garment 
hooks(12); circular ornaments with arcs (13); belt ornament in the shape of double stylish bird heads with 
prolong twisted bodies or tails (14); bird-form ornaments(15); linked-pearl ornaments with zigzag 
bodies(16); pointed frontal beast heads(17); belt buttons with flower motifs (18); openwork belt plaques 
with tiger images (19); tube-shaped ornaments(20); rectangular tube-form ornaments with geometric 
patterns (21); bells(22); snaffle bit (23). IRON: a dagger (24); crane-mouth axe (25). Both reddish, low-
fired, hand-built and grey, high-fired, wheel-thrown ceramic pots with wavy lines on the shoulders and tiny 
strings on the surfaces (26); beads made of bone, turquoise, or agate (27). 

(From Tian & Guo 1986,   fig .27,  fig .28,  fig .30,  fig .33,  fig .34,  fig. 36,  fig .37,  fig  .38,  fig . 39, 
fig. 40,  fig, 42,  fig. 43,  fig. 44,  fig .45,  fig. 46,  fig .48 and fig. 49).  
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Fig.12 Major finds at Yulongtai (A8) 
BRONZE: sheep-head vehicle fitting (1); two yoke fittings with recumbent stag (2)or doe(3); three finials 
with standing horse(4), antelope (5) and unknown creature(6), two wagon axes (7); a round horse fitting 
with a loop (8); curve knives with the perforation on the hilt (9); an adz (10); a hammer(11), a hook 
buckle with square dots in relief (12); a garment hook (13); button with spiral or geometric patterns (14); a 
garment button in the shape of twisted bird (15); three-winged arrowhead with the iron cap (16); flower-
shaped ornament (17). IRON: crane-mouth axe (18); door handle (19). BONE: tiger-like cheek piece (20).

(From Museum of Inner Mongolia 1977and Wu 2008,  fig. 114,  fig .117,  fig. 119, and  fig. 121). 
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Fig.13 Major finds at Xigoupan (A9) 

GOLD: a rectangular mirror-image plaque with a tiger-boat scene, rope-style frame, and Chinese character 
on the rear (1); sheets gold with zoomorphic motifs for the decorations of a scabbard, including face-to-face 
crouched beasts (2), two recumbent deer with extremely elongated antlers (3), sitting horses (4), two face-to-
face couched horses (5), a single running horse (6), a crouched beaked ungulate with coiled, long antlers (7), 
three beasts in combat (8), two fighting carnivores (9); a standing ungulate with a bird-beak and scrolled 
antlers, and finally a strap of recumbent beasts with exaggerating long antlers (11); a bird-like pendant (12); 
a snake-style band (13); a neck ring (14); earrings made of twirled gold strings(15). SIVELR, IRON, and 
LEAD: silver tiger-head buttons with Chinese characters (16); a iron sword with diamond cross-section 
(17); a snaffle bit (18) and cheek pieces (19); a lead, goose-shaped ornament (20). BRONZE: a curved knife 
with a ring-pommel and wavy lines on the blade (21); a straight-edge dagger with the perforated, animal-
style hilt and snaked motifs (22); three-edged arrowheads with or without holes on the ends(23); bird-style 
buttons (24); a deer figurine with a giant antler(25); a crane-head fitting with a hollow body (26); a circular 
buttons(27); belt hooks with the decoration of arced lines (28) or beaked, long-antler herbivores(29); flower-
shaped button (30). POTTERY: a grey, low-fired, hand-built ceramic pot (31). 

(From CPAM 1980,  fig .2-4,  fig. 6-8, and fig. 9-11) 
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Fig.14 Major finds at Hulusitai (A10) 
         From Ta & Liang1980  fig. 4. 

Fig.15 Bronze articles at Sujigou (A11) 
From Gai 1965, p. 46,  fig. 1-10. 

Fig.16 Gold and silver artifacts from Aluchaideng (A12) 
From Tian and Guo 1980a  fig .1-3. 
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Fig.17 Objects in the Nianfangqu hoard (A13) 
From Archaeological Station, Ih Ju League 1991, fig.2-4. 

 

Fig.18 Finds from Shenmu County (A14) 
From Dai and Sun 1983, fig.2-6 and fig.7 except for number 1 from Bunker 1997,  p. 50,  fig. A59. 
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1.2 Group B:  Xiongnu Graves in Mongolia and Transbaikal 

 (2nd century BC to 1st century AD) 

B1. Tahiltin-hotgor Cemetery in the Altai mountains, Mongolia 

(cited from Navaan 1999 and Miller, K. B., et al. 2008) 

A joint Mongol-American archaeological team excavated the Xiongnu burial 

complexes located in the Khovd Province of Mongolia in 2007. Each complex contained 

a relatively bigger burial mound, understood as an elite tomb, encompassed by few other 

smaller tombs.  The huge grave in each complex featured a north-oriented square mound 

with a sloping ramp on the southern side linked to the top of the mound. The surface of 

the barrow was marked by numerous stone lines running north-south or east-west. 

Although those elite burials resembled each other in terms of their layout, they could be 

differentiated by internal structures and grave goods. Tomb 83 (Fig.19) was comprised of 

a log chamber, inside of which was positioned a wooden coffin made of boards with 

golden flower. Excavators discovered a ceramic vessel placed in the space between the 

chamber and the coffin (this space is known as the niche). Remains of a chariot were also 

found atop the chamber (Navaan 1999). Another, Tomb 82 (Fig.20), consisted of a 

double-layer coffin with a woman buried inside. Grave inventories included a bronze 

spouted pot, bronze sticks, gold earrings with precious stone, gold and iron belt 

accessories, and iron bridle pieces (Navaan 1999). 

The last elite burial excavated in the 2007 season was Tomb 64 which yielded 

significant contexts about funerary rites performed by royal Xiongnu. Tomb 64 (Fig.21) 

was marked by a square earthen mound as well as a shallow passageway in the south. 

Both components were topped by an array of stones with a stone cross on the center of 

the mound. Excavators found a layer of burned earth and charcoal exactly on the 

intersection of the stone cross, probably symbolizing a ritual ceremony. Under the surface 

was a 6.0 m deep pit heaped with a great amount of stone. A log chamber surrounded by 

stone slabs was detected located in the 5.0 m deep hollow. The chamber was constructed 

of notched, interlocking logs, inside which was installed a plank coffin adorned with 

flower-shaped iron foils (Fig.22). A shred of silk was found to attach to the inner coffin, 

indicating the coffin was originally wrapped in silk fabrics (Miller, K. B., et al. 2008, p. 
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30). Grave gifts from Tomb 65 included a wooden spoon and chopsticks (Fig. 23-1) as 

well as circular- or crescent-shaped gold plates (Fig. 23-2). The excavators considered 

that the chopsticks reflected the adoption of some certain sedentary lifestyle, and gold 

plates revealed the Xiongnu religious mentality associated with the sun and moon 

worshipping. Furthermore, animal bones inside a semicircular niche with gnawed marks 

may imply some kind of funerary feasts during a burial ceremony.  

 The deceased of Tomb 65 was a 35—40 year-old woman who gave birth at least 

once by judging from her pelvis bones. In addition, the wear of her lower spine showed 

the frequency of horse riding, but her gracile muscle attachments indicated the lack of 

manual labor and the condition of the lower teeth showed good nutrition intake. 

Therefore, the dead woman might have belonged to nomadic society with relatively high 

social status (Miller, K. B., et al. 2008, p.31).  

 Excavators unearthed seven small satellite tombs next to the elite burials: two in 

Complex 64, two in 82, and three in 25 (Fig.24). Although most of them bore the 

evidence of some similarities, such as the north-south orientation, stone piles on the 

surface, and teeth with nomadic diet (high in meat and low in carbohydrates), the 

characteristics of each tomb varied in some ways. For example, the deceased in Tomb 64-

1 and 64-2 were encircled by stone slabs without coffins. They were placed in a supine 

position with legs slightly bent, seldom being seen in the Xiongnu type burial. Satellite 

tombs in Complex 82 and 25 contained neither stone slabs nor coffins, and some bodies 

had reflex legs but some did not. Unearthed artifacts from satellite tombs were pretty 

modest, including iron implements, turquoise appliqué, and bone ornaments.  

One more striking phenomenon is worth discussing here. That is, one or two stone 

parallel lines, situated on the north of square earthen mounds, contain remains of burned 

animal bones found right inside the stone rows, but nothing in between. The finders 

postulate that those who buried the dead first burned animal offerings in the stone piles, 

and then moved the residues to stone lines (Miller., et al. 2008, p.33-34).  

 

B2. An Elite Burial Complex in the Tsaraam Valley, Russia 

(cited from Miniaev & Sakharovskaia 2006 and 2007) 

2
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Russian archaeologists investigated the barrow No. 7 (Fig.25) at Tsaraam near the 

Russian-Mongolian border during 1997-2005. It was a low square mound with a sloping 

ramp in the south and stone slabs marked the contour of the barrow. Several insignificant 

tombs, scattered around the main barrow, were believed to be sacrificial offerings 

(Miniaev & Sakharovskaia 2006, p.48). A clay-made platform located in the center of the 

mound measured 29 X 28 m with 1,5 m in height, which was connected to the 20 m long 

passageway in the south. Beneath the surface was a 13 m deep pit with four-layer 

structures before reaching the main burial chamber. The first two layers were comprised 

of stone plates and wood with a level of reed on the bottom. The third layer was situated 

11 m below the surface. It was constructed of stone plates under which were the deposits 

of pebbles, charcoal, tree barks, and small stones. Abundant sacrificed animals were 

placed on the north side of the third layer, including the skulls and hooves of horses, 

cows, sheep, and goats. The fourth layer consisted of the same substances as in the third 

level except that animal bones were located right on top of the main chamber.  

 The primary chamber was composed of three constructions: external framework, 

internal framework, and the innermost coffin. The ceiling of the chamber was made of 

east-west oriented boards atop the external, log-made framework. The formation of the 

internal framework was similar to the external. The coffin was severely disturbed by a 

robbery, and one could only assume that this structure was built of rows of boards.  

 The four most remarkable artifacts among grave goods are introduced here. 

(Fig.26). First of all,  fragments of a Chinese mirror (Fig.26-1) provide a reliable date of 

this site between the 1st century BC and 1st century AD (Miniaev & Sakharovskaia, 2007, 

p.45). Next, a partially destroyed chariot (Fig.26-2) made in the style of the Han dynasty 

was found in a depth of 10.5—11 m. The finders postulated that it might be a gift from 

the Han court and was later interred with a nobleman. Third, four funerary dolls (Fig.26-

4), made of children’s skulls, black stiff pigtails, and lacquer-covered wooden limbs, 

might account for a burial practice regarding shamanism, a religion widespread across 

Eurasian steppe since ancient times (Guo 2001). Finally, an incised image on birchbark 

depicts a campsite containing nomadic yurts and wagons on carriers (Fig.26-5). Because 

the Xiongnu residences and vehicles are hardly preserved in terms of wood and animal 
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skin substances, this piece of birchbark offers an enormously precious witness to the 

study of the Xiongnu lifestyle.  

 

B3. Derestuy near Ulan-Ude, Transbaikal, Russia  

(cited from Feng 2002, Pan 2007, and Wu 2008) 

The cemetery in this site belonged to the so-called “mound burial” or “kurgan”, 

which features rising earthen structures over which an array of stones was scattered 

(Fig.27). Most of burials were rectangular pits with the dead placed in supine position 

and head to the north. Skeletons of sacrificial horse, goats, cattle, and camels were found 

and some graves had ceramic vessels situated by the heads of the deceased. The Derestuy 

cemetery demonstrated highly differential scales between individual graves. Tombs were 

grouped into six sections and each of them was marked by a relatively larger mound 

encompassed by other smaller mounds. In general, the bigger barrows, with one or two 

layers of wooden coffins inside, yield more grave goods than those accompanied tombs 

with or without coffins. In addition, coffins were frequently encircled by stone slabs 

(Fig.28).  After investigating the identity of the owners of those small tombs, 

archaeologists postulate that most of the dead were children, youths, or women and their 

foot bones showed the traces of intentional breaks. Accordingly, those insignificant 

graves might be of people who were used as human sacrifices (Wu 2008, p. 298).   

                The grave finds include (Fig.29): a pair of openwork bronze plaques with two 

horses in combat (1), a bronze plaque with a fighting theme between a raptor, a feline, 

and a ibex(2), a walking –wolf plaque with raptor heads on its back and antlers (3), a 

bronze bell (4), a bronze plaque with a horse attacked by a feline (5), a bronze circular 

ornament with tear-like patterns (6), a bronze three-winged arrowhead with perforations 

(7), an iron three-edged arrowhead (8), a bone arrowhead with the split end (9), the bony 

bow limb with a notch(10), and ceramic vessels with wavy lines or other decorations (11). 

The date of Derestuy is enlightened by the discovery of “Wu-zhu” coins, a currency 

circulating during the middle of the Western Han Dynasty (118BC).  

 

B4. Il’ Mova, Kyakhta, Transbaikal, Russia (cited from Feng 2002) 
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Over 300 tombs were spread over this valley in groups. They were N-S rectangular 

pits with trapezoid-shaped aisles and were normally marked by stone circles on the 

ground surface. The dead were buried with one or two layers of wooden coffins, and vast 

sacrificial animal skulls or hooves were arranged in the interval between the first and 

second coffins (Fig.30).  Some graves had stone slabs around the outer coffins and some 

had stone walls and floors built.  

In addition to representative nomadic artifacts, such as iron three-winged 

arrowheads (1-4), snaffle bits, and bow accessories, this site also yielded Chinese mirrors 

(5-8) and lacquer cups that provide a crucial indicator for the date, which  was between 

the middle Western Han to the early Eastern Han (118BC-50AD). Furthermore, the 

emergence of bone spoon (9) and chopstick (10) verified that Chinese sedentary lifestyle 

had been adopted by the Xiongnu.      

 

B5. Cheremkhovo, Irkutsk, Transbaikal Russia (cited from Feng 2002) 

This site was on the north side of a valley where two rivers intersected (the Selenge 

and its branch river). Each tomb was embraced by a ring of stones and the center was a 

rectangular pit with the north-south orientation. The body, laid in a supine position with 

extended limbs, was buried in two layers of coffin. The space between inner and outer 

coffins was positioned animal bones and pottery shards. The outer coffin was constructed 

by rows of logs to form a frame and a cover and on the other hand the inner coffin was 

made of wooden boards. Some coffins showed the signs of being burned, which might 

indicate some sort of funerary ceremony (Feng 2002).   

The grave inventories are comprised of iron knives, iron three-winged 

arrowheads(1-2), bronze plaques, a bone spoon (3) and chopsticks, bony fittings of bow, 

pottery (4), lacquered cups, and Chinese bronze mirrors (5-7). Depending on the typology 

of artifacts especially those stylish Chinese mirrors, this cemetery might be dated from 

the middle Western Han to the early Eastern Han (118BC-50AD).  

 

B6. The Lvolga Fortification and Cemetery in the Buryat Republic (cited from László 

1951 and Pan 2007) 
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This fortified settlement (Fig.32) was standing next to the west bank of the Selenge 

River and occupied an area of 60,000 square meters and was encompassed by earthen 

walls on the northern, western, and southern sides. The southern wall consisted of four 

ramparts and each of them was separated by a long trench. A stone layer was constructed 

on the top of the outermost wall where some wooden remains were preserved to be likely 

as fences.                                                                      

The structure of 54 houses excavated in the Lvolga was known as the so-called “pit-

dwelling” type (Fig.33). Residents dug a rectangular hole into the ground and built clay-

made walls supported by logs. The roof had multiple layers composed of, from the 

bottom to the top, rafters, clay plaster, twigs, and then barks and straws. The interior 

design of all dwellings was fairly uniform. The fireplace was heaped up by stone slabs 

that centered on the northern side of the wall. Along the wall there were rows of smoke 

pipes installed as the heating device. Some houses reserved a circular space for domestic 

animals to wait winter out and some had cellars with various shapes. In particular, 

excavators discovered few children’s urn burials next to some houses. Between each 

house there were quite a number of ditches used as drainage facilities, ranged from 

from11 to 28 meters in length, and 0.7 to 0.8 in depth.  Besides, two relatively larger 

buildings unlike other pit-dwellings were erected above the surface, and investigators 

assumed that they possibly served as either officer’s residences or ritual venues (Pan 

2007).  

 A variety of grave inventories have been unearthed (Fig.34), especially the 

discovery of plowshares and furnace remains for iron smelting, which manifest that 

residents in Lvolga engaged in agrarian tasks as well as specialized metalworking (Pan 

2007). Archaeologists speculate that the presence of agriculture and iron metallurgy was 

responsible for those Chinese farmers and smiths who were captured by the Xiongnu 

during the time of wars. 

The Lvolga cemetery, occupying 8000 square meters, was located 400 meters away 

from the southwestern settlement. 216 tombs (Fig.35) have been fully excavated, but only 

thirty of them were intact without having been rifled. The majority of graves were buried 

singly, but few had two or three bodies in the same grave. The Lvolga tombs 
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demonstrated great variations in burial structures and coffins. Although rectangular pits 

oriented toward the north, with the body of the deceased buried singly, were the most 

common type, some had multiple corpses in the same pit, some were graveyards above 

the ground, and some were built as a row of steps around the wall of the pit. Furthermore, 

in spite of poorly preserved wooden coffins, archaeologists could still recognize at least 6 

types of coffins in use based on varied constructions.  

Type 1 coffin (Fig.36) was made by several columns of thin boards to form the 

base, wall, and cover.  A small board was inserted into the coffin to create a space for 

pottery shards and animal sacrifices. Type 2 coffin used thin boards as the base and 

cylindrical logs as the wall and top, and sometimes boards on the bottom were not closely 

attached to each other. Type 3 was a typical two-layer coffin with the inner one built by 

logs. Type 4 was designed as a big trunk chiseled into a boat shape for placing the body 

and the cover was composed of boards. Type 5 only appeared once in which the corpse 

was encompassed by stone slabs. Type 6 belonged to the children’s burials that utilized 

ceramic urns as coffins. In addition to these 6 variations, some burials had no coffins at 

all.  

The position of grave goods (Fig.42) is another important perspective to 

investigate funerary rites in the Xiongnu cemetery. Ceramic shards were often placed 

above the head of the dead or inside the dedicated spaces. Faunal remains, including goat, 

sheep, cow, pig, and dog, were interred nearby ceramic fragments. From some graves 

were unearthed the cow or sheep skulls along with their phalange bones, which probably 

symbolized to sacrifice whole animals. Other grave gifts (Fig.43), such as weapons, tools, 

and ornaments, were consistently positioned near the waist of the deceased. This practice 

reflects collective burial traditions held by the Xiongnu and other northern nomads as 

well (Tian & Guo 2005). Depending on unearthed Chinese mirrors and Wu zhu coins, the 

date suggested for the Lvolga ranges from the late 2nd to 1st century BC. 

 

B7. The Noin-Ula Kurgans in Northern Mongolia (cited from Ruenko 1969 and Umehara 

1960) 
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This site is located by the Selenga River, 130 kilometers away from Ulan Bator—

the capital city of Mongolia. So far 30 kurgans have been excavated since 1961, and 12 

of them were identified as elite burials. In general, the “noble” kurgan (Fig.44) in Noin 

Ula was marked by a relatively low earthen mound (less than 1 meter) encircled by arrays 

of stone with different shapes. Below the mound was an enormously deep shaft (10 

meters) with animal skeletons in it. On the southern side of the mound was constructed a 

sloping ramp that connected to the shaft that led to a wooden burial chamber. The 

chamber, oriented to the north, was built with logs and contained three-layer wooden 

planks. The innermost planks were often well polished and received several spectacular 

decorations that might be from Chinese craftsmanship. Some were decorated with sheet 

gold, some were covered by silk or woolen blankets, and some were painted.  

Most of the grave artifacts (Fig. 45, 46, and 47) were placed in the space between 

the innermost and outer layers and some of them, such as those textile products, 

functioned as wall hangings or carpets.  The luxurious goods uncovered in Noin Ula, 

such as silk, lacquerware, and embroidery works(Fig.48) manifested the intense trade 

network between the Xiongnu and Chinese, and even with the Iranian world.   

Furthermore, Noin Ula kurgans inform us of some ritual practices among the 

Xiongnu. Excavators discovered 85 women’s pigtails inside silk cases from kurgan M6 

and 21 from M1, which might indicate some sort of symbolized human sacrifices 

(Jettmar, 1967, p.147). Several ritual deposits flanked by some kurgans were 

encompassed by stone slabs and yielded charcoal, animal bones (horse, cow, and sheep) 

and pottery shards. According to the inscriptions on a Chinese lacquer cup from M5, 

Noin Ula kurgans were dated between the 1st century BC and the 1st century AD.   

 

B8. The Onon River Cemetery in the Republic of Mongolia (cited from San & Jia 1996) 

This site consisted of more than 190 tombs that can be sorted into two types. The 

first one, which was the north-south oriented rectangular pit in character, was marked by 

rings of stone around a huge rising mound. It normally possessed a wide passageway that 

led to the deceased laid in two layers of wooden coffins. The date of it fell on the end of 

Western Han Dynasty (the late first century BC). The other genre was the circular pit 
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surrounded by stone slabs without passages and a later date (the 1st century AD) was 

assigned to this kind of grave. Archaeologists had only carried out a basic survey about 

the burial structures in this site, so no detailed grave inventories are available for the time 

being.  
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Fig.19 Tomb 83 in Tahiltin-hotgor (B1) 
From Navaan 1999. Fig.20 Tomb 82 in Tahiltin-hotgor (B1) 

From Navaan 199.9 

Fig.21 Tomb 64 in Tahiltin-hotgor (B1) 
From Bryan K. Miller., et al. 2008, p. 29, fig .4 and fig. 5 
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2
Fig.22 Coffin decorations 

From Miller., et al. 2008, p. 30,  fig. 6. 
Fig. 23 Grave goods from Tomb 64 
From Miller., et al. 2008, p. 30,  fig .8 
and fig .9. 

Fig.24 Satellite burials from Tomb 64, 82, and 25 in Tahiltin-hotgor (B1) 
From Miller., et al. 2008, p.31-33, fig.11, 12,and 14. 
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Fig.25 Layout and inner structure of Barrow No.7 in Tsaraam Valley (B2) 
 From Miniaev and Sakharovskaia 2006a, p. 48. Fig. 2 and 2007, p.44, Fig .1. 

 1

2

3 

4Fig.26 Parts of grave goods from Barrow No.7 in Tsaraam Valley (B2) 
From Miniaev and Sakharovskaia, 2007, fig.4, 6, 9, 11, 13, and 14. 
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Fig.27 Burial complex M44 in Derestuy 
(B3) .From Wu 2008 p .297, fig. 171. 

Fig.28 Tomb M32 in Derestuy (B3)  
From Wu 2008 p. 296, fig. 170. 

Fig. 29 Grave goods from Derestuy (B3) 
From Pan 2007, p. 74, fig.4-4 and only item 2 from Feng 2002, p.478, fig. 110-18.  
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Fig. 30 Tomb 52 Il’ Mova (B4)   
From Feng 2002, p.475, fig.108.  

Fig. 31 Grave goods from Il’ Mova (B4) 
 From Pan 2007, fig.4-6, 4-8, and 4-10.  

Fig. 32 Grave goods from Cheremkhovo (B5) 
From Pan 2007, fig.4-7 and 4-8. Fig. 33 Layout of Lvolga settlement (B6) 

From Pan 2007, fig. 2-2. 
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Fig. 34 Floor plan and Reconstruction of 
F42 and F49 

From Pan 2007, fig. 2-3 and 2-4. 

Fig.35 Major Finds in the Lvolga Settlement (B6) 
IRON: curved knives (1); cheek pieces (2); sickle (3); ploughshare (4); extremity of shove l(5); a 
fragment of cauldron with a round handle (6); belt buckle (7); mail (8); triangular (9) and three-edged 
(10) arrowheads. 
BRONZE: triangular arrowheads (11); three-winged arrowhead with perforations (12); leaf-shaped 
arrowhead (13); snaffe bit (14); bell (15); spoon-form garment hooks with schematic animals (16); belt 
buckles (17);shreds of Chinese mirror (18). 
BONE:arrowheads with split ends (19); arrowheads with diamond-shaped cross sections and perforated 
end (20); arrowhead with shaft (21); augural sheep scapula (22); reinforcing bony plates of bow (23). 
POTTERY: Wheel-made ceramic vassels with wavy lines and small pores near the bottoms (24).  

(From Pan 2007, fig. 2-9, -10, -11, -15,- 16,- 17, and - 18). 
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Fig.36 Burial distribution in the Lvogla cemetery 
From Pan 2007, fig. 3-1 

Fig.37 M190. From Pan 2007, fig. 3-2-3.

Fig.38 M158. From Pan 2007, fig. 3-5-1.

Fig.39 M109. From Pan 2007, fig. 3-6-1. Fig.40 M149. From Pan 2007, fig. 3-6-2.
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Fig.41 M197. From Pan 2007, 
fig. 3-7-1. 

Fig.42 M94. From Pan 
2007, fig. 3-7-2. 

Fig.43 Position of grave 
goods 
From Pan 2007, fig. 3-10-1. 

 

Fig.44 Major finds in the Lvolga cemetery (B6) 
IRON: curved knives with either ring-form or other shapes of pommels (1); dagger(2); belt buckles(3); 
three-winged arrowhead (4). BRONZE: belt buckles(5);three-winged arrowhead with perforation and 
triangular-cross section arrowhead(6); garment hook(7); bell(8);Wu zhu coin(9) rectangular plaque 
with two tiger devouring a dragon(10);button with bear image(11); belt plaque with two zoomorphic 
motifs(12); openwork serpent-form plaque(13); bronze cauldron with round handles and a perforated 
stand(14). BONE: arrowheads with split ends (15); augural sheep scapula(16); reinforcing bony plates 
of bow(17). (From Pan 2007, fig. 3-14, -15, -16, and -17).
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Fig.45 Kurgan M24 in Noin Ula (B7). From 
Rudenko 1969, fig. 4, 5, 6, and 7. 

Fig.46 Finds in Noin Ula, B7 (part 1)  
IRON: three-winged arrowheads (1); snaffle bits 
(2); cheek pieces (3). BRONZE: gilt buckle (4); 
gilt dragon-head fitting (5); wagon axle (6); 
fragment of mirror (7); fragments of cauldron 
with wedged handle and arc lines decorations on 
the body (8). LEATHER: fragment of wheel and 
its reconstruction (9). (1,2,6, and 9 from Umehara 
1960, fig.69, fig.57, fig.59, fig.60; 3,4,5,6,7,8, and 
10 from Rudenko 1969, fig. 43-b, fig. 40-a, plate. 
32, fig. 65-d, fig. 64, fig. 29-b).  

Fig.47 Finds in Noin Ula, B7 (part 2)  
GOLD: cow-shaped ornament with granulation 
edges (1); sheet gold with the design of crouched 
horse (2);  rectangular ornament with granulation 
design (3);  flower-like sheet gold as coffin 
appliqué (4) GILDED SILVER: ornament with 
rope-like frame (5);  schematic circular ornament 
cheek (6); small plate with image of stag (7);  
round plate depicting a yak on a mountain with 
forest background (8). WOOD: iconographic 
horse sculpture (9) Lacquerware: Chinese lacquer 
kettle (10) POTTER: Ceramic vassals with wavy 
lines around shoulders (11).  (1-3,4,7-8, and 10 
from Umehara 1960, fig. 27, fig. 28, fig. 29, fig. 
15-1; 5, .6, and.11from Rudenko 1969, fig. 40-e, 
fig. 40-f, fig. 51-c, -g ,and -I; 9 from Ma 2005, p. 
90).  
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Fig. 49 Embroidery works in Noin 
Ula (B7) 
1. this felt carpet contains twenty-four 
scroll patterns on the center, which are 
encompassed by nine groups of two 
different animal combat themes. One 
is about an elk devoured by an 
imaginary creature with wolf-like 
body and bird-like wings. The other 
depicts a fighting between a wolf (?) 
and a tiger-like beast with antlers 
(from Rudenko 1969,  fig. 48). 
2. this fabric highlights a man with 
mustaches who looks like an Indo-
European. The finder assumed that 
this piece of embroidery originated 
from Middle Asia (from Rice 1965, 
fig.40). 
3. this textile shows two riders with 
Iranian origins(from Rice 1965,  
fig.40). 

Fig.48 Textiles finds Kugan 
M6  
Wollen trousers (1); silk 
trousers (2); silk tunic (3);  
pointed silk hood (4);  wollen 
hat (5); women’s pigtails(6). 
(4 & 5 from Umehara 1960, 
fig.30, fig.33;1,2, and 6 from 
Rudenko 1969, fig.32, fig.33, 
plate.19). 
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1.3 Group C: Xiongnu burials in Ordos and Northeastern China 

 (2nd Century BC to the 1st Century AD) 

C1. The Xigoupan cemetery (M4, M9, M10, and M11) during the Western Han Dynasty, 

Ordos (cited from Archaeological Team of the Inner Mongolia and Ikjou League 1981) 

This site had been occupied for quite a long span from the middle of Warring 

States to the middle of Western Han Dynasty (300BC-118BC). There were nine tombs 

dated back to the 2nd century BC, only four (M4, M9, M10, and M11) remained intact. 

Though all of them belonged to the pit-grave type, with the body of the deceased interred 

singly, the head to the north, some variations still existed between graves. M4 yielded the 

most abundant grave goods compared with other tombs (Fig.48). That included the 

headgear adorned with gold plates, gold-framed shells as well as metal and crystal beads 

(1), a pair of earrings made of sheet gold with deer motifs and jade pendants with dragon 

images (2), a variety of amber, agate, crystal, and lazurite necklaces (3), stylized stone 

ornaments (dancers, tigers, and dragons) (4), bronze three-winged arrowhead (5), and 

bronze horses in relief (6). M9 contained a low-fired, hand-built ceramic vessel (6), a 

bronze finger ring (7), and a bronze earring (8). M11 was buried with two sheep 

skeletons and a dog skull. M12 was a children’s burial using the ceramic urn as the coffin. 

Other strayed finds were an iron axe (9), an iron ploughshare (10), a ring-pommelled iron 

knife (11), fragments of iron armor (12), iron arrowheads (13-15), and ceramic vessels 

with pores near the bases (16-19).   

Tian & Guo (1980b) maintain that grave goods from the Xigoupan cemetery 

manifest complexity of the Xiongnu society with both nomadic and settled characteristics.  

On the one hand, the iron plowshare represents their economic life influenced by Chinese 

farmers, and those stone appliqué with the designs of dancers, dragons, or tigers were 

derived from Chinese handicraft. On the other hand, the Xiongnu still preserve their 

indigenous traditions, namely, animal offerings, the headgear with zoomorphic emblems, 

and round-headed knives.     

 

C2 .The Xichagou Cemetery in Liaoning province, northeast China (cited from Sun 1960) 
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This cemetery, situated on a small hill, was the easternmost site associated with the 

Xiongnu repertoire. Excavators estimated more than 450 graves in this site, but only 63 

of them had been unearthed. These 63 burials were constructed as rectangular pits 

oriented to the north. The graves located in the central position of the cemetery site 

tended to be larger and contained richer grave goods compared with small graves on the 

sides. The majority of the deceased, aged around 20 to 40 years old, came along with 

plenty of weapons, clothing ornaments, horse remains, horse bridles and pottery shards 

nearby the human skulls.  

The excavated artifacts (Fig.50), especially mirrors, iron swords with wooden 

handles, bronze coins, not only pinpoint the date of the Xichagou cemetery (100BC-10 

AD), but also reflect how actively the Xiongnu folks adopted Chinese culture in multiple 

ways (Sun 1960). Furthermore, those dynamic animal-style plaques captured the most 

precious and authentic real steppe lifestyle that facilitated archaeologists’ understandings 

of nomadic art and as well as ideology behind that art.  

 

C3. Daodunzi, Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region, China (cited from Ningxia Institute of 

archaeology 1988a)  

Twenty-seven burials have been investigated in this site and they were all the 

typical Xiongnu type of cemetery with the north-south oriented rectangular pits and the 

deceased placed in a supine position. However, this site was mixed up with three 

different styles of burial structure that might account for cultural complexity in Daodunzi.  

The first was the stepped rectangular hollow where the northern side of wall was 

dug a niche for putting pottery or Chinese lacquerware (Fig.51). Adult tombs of this type 

normally contained wooden coffins but without animal offerings, a typical nomadic 

funerary tradition. The second type (Fig.52) was cut a recession for the human body on 

the western wall of the rectangular pit where skulls and hooves of sacrificial oxen and 

goats were interred. The adult deceased were kept in wooden coffins with ceramic vessels 

positioned above the heads. There was only one burial that belonged to the third type in 

which sixteen stones were arranged around a dead newborn.  A variety of grave gifts 
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(Fig.53) have been unearthed especially with the presence of “Wu Zu” coins which 

indicate the time period of the middle Western Han (the 1st century BC).  

  

C4. Lijiataozi, Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region, China (cited from Ningxia Institute of 

archaeology 1988b) 

This site demonstrated the shift of the Xiongnu burial customs in terms of diverse 

cemetery formations. Although the pit-grave was still used, some new components began 

to emerge. For instance, now multiple dead persons were buried in the same pit with two-

layer wooden planks. The deceased had their dedicated inner coffins, but they shared the 

same outer coffin. Grave goods include more Chinese imports (lacquerware, bronze 

wagon axles, and iron swords) than typical nomadic artifacts (bronze plaques, hook 

buckles, and circular openwork ornaments). Even sacrificial animal remains were 

completely wiped out. Moreover, a new form of cemetery, namely, the Chinese brick 

burial, appears in Lijiataozi and which reflected the complexity of tribal groups living in 

the Xiongnu society. 

 The unearthed ″Huo Quan″ coins, cast in the early Eastern Han dynasty, reveal 

the date of the Lijiataozi cemetery approximately the 1st century AD.  
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Fig.50 Major fnds 
from the Xigoupan 
cemetery 
From Archaeological 
team of the Inner 
Mongolia and Ikjou 
League fig.3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 
8, 10 
 
 

 

Fig. 51 Major fnds in Xichagou (C2) 
IRON: swords with the double-bird pommel (1); swords with bronze rings on the hilt (2); swords with 
wooden hilts (3); swords with ring-form pommel (4); spear-heads (5); adz (6); axes (7); snaffle bit (8). 
BRONZE: bells (9); three-winged arrowheads with perforations (10); spear-head (11); belt plaque with 
two horsemen (12); fighting scene between a horse-like creature with gazelle-head antlers and a carnivore 
(13); belt plaque with the design of a rider capturing a slave who was attacked by a dog (14); belt plaque 
with the image of a man holding a sword standing in front of a wagon with two passengers inside (15); 
Chinese mirrors (16). ORNAMENT: agate, jade, and lazurite beads (17); silver twisted earrings (18).  

(From Sun 1960 and Tian & Guo 1986, fig. 36 and fig. 64) 
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Fig. 52  Structure of the M4 burial at 
Daodunzi (C3) 
From Ningxia Institute of Archaeology 1988a, 
p .336,  fig. 3.   Fig. 53 Structure of the M6 burial at 

Daodunzi (C3) 
From Ningxia Institute of Archaeology 
1988a, p. 336, fig. 7-1. 

 

Fig. 54 Major finds at Daodunzi (C3) 
IRON: ring-pommel knife (1); belt buckle (2). BRONZE: rectangular openwork plaque with two 
face-to-face dragons (3); rectangular openwork plaque depicting two horses in combat (4);  horizontal 
B-shaped openwork plaque with the design of an armed warrior seizing a captive’s hair (5); hoof-
shaped openwork plaques with cow- and dragon-head images (6); embossed, rope-like framed plaque 
with the image of  turtle-dragon fighting (7); rope-like framed plaque with a herbivore featuring 
entwined hinterquarters in relief (8); rectangular openwork plaque with the picture of a tiger savaging 
sheep (9);10. circular ornaments with tear-drop motifs (10); curved knife with a zigzag hilt and ring-
form pommel (11); belt buckles (12); bells (13); tube-shaped ornaments (14). POTTERY:  ceramic 
vessels with wavy line motifs (15). GOLD: a pair of earrings (16).  

(From Ningxia Institute of Archaeology 1988a). 
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Fig.55 Major finds at Lijiataozi (C4) 
BRONZE: wagon axes(1); chapes (2); 
circular ornament with tear-drop patterns 
(3); belt buckle(4); openwork plaque with 
two goats(5);coins(6). POTTERY: wheel-
thrown ceramic jars with wavy lines on the 
shoulder (7). 
(From Ningxia Institute of Archaeology 
1988b, p.18 and 19, fig. 1, 2, 3, 5, and 6). 
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1.4 Group D: Cultural Relics of Southern Xiongnu (1st —2nd centuries AD) 

D1. Budongdou, Inner Mongolia, China (cited from Archaeological station, Ih Ju League 

1981) 

 In this site archaeologists unearthed nine tombs (M1-M9) that showed 

representative Xiongnu type of burial structure, namely, the north-oriented rectangular 

pits with the dead in a supine position and limbs extended. The majority of tombs were 

merely comprised of a single corpse except for M1 with man buried on the left with a 

woman on his right (Fig. 56). Animal offerings, primarily skulls of horses, oxen and 

sheep, were interred above the head of the deceased together with ceramic jars. Most of 

the artifacts are made of iron (Fig.57), which marked a widespread iron metalworking in 

the Xiongnu society. The discovery of a Chinese mirror facilitated the excavators to date 

this cemetery during the late Western Han and the early Eastern Han (50 BC-50 AD).   

 

D2. Shangsunjiazhai ,Da Tong Xian, Qinghai Province (cited from Archaeological 

team of CPAM 1979) 

 This cemetery (Fig. 58) was entirely inconsistent with a typical Xiongnu pit-grave. 

The ground surface of this burial erected a 6.2 meter high mound with twenty-eight logs 

across the entry. A 17 meter long ramp was connected to two burial chambers (the front 

and the rear) constructed by the brick walls and tiles. The front chamber, with an array of 

steps transversely passing through in the middle, contained a short passageway linked to 

the rear chamber where a two-layer coffin was situated. Human skeletons were scattered 

all over the two chambers and they could be identified as   a middle-age male and two old 

females.  

. Given that the presence of diverse Chinese artifacts (Fig. 59), including ceramic 

vessels, bronze mirrors, lacquerware, jade, and coins and the Chinese style of brick tombs, 

excavators at the first place considered the Shangsunjiazhai cemetery as  a Chinese burial 

rather than a Xiongnu one. However, this conclusion was totally reversed due to the 

finding of a stamp (Fig.59-3), with the words ″the Xiongnu official authorized by the Han 

Dynasty″, which corroborated that the owner of this tomb was a Xiongnu administrator 

appointed by the Han government. Historical documents noted that the Xiongnu 
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confederacy was split up into northern and southern divisions in the 49 AD (Shiji, ch.110). 

Taking this event into consideration along with the typology of the Han mirrors and coins, 

archaeologists assigned this site a date during 100 to 200 AD.  

 

D3. The North Suburbs of Xi'an, Shaanxi, China (cited from Shaanxi provincial Institute 

of Archaeology 2002) 

 This cemetery was located in the southern Shaanxi Province, which served as 

reserved areas for those subjugated southern Xiongnu tribes or other nomadic peoples 

duirng the East Han period (Lin 1986, p. 91). This tomb consisted of a short passageway 

and an earthen rectangular chamber with a brick wall built to block the entrance. A young 

woman was buried in the wooden coffin with her head toward the south, which was 

rather abnormal compared with other N-oriented Xiongnu burials. Grave gifts included: 

ceramic pot with straight line on the surface (1); inscribed ceramic vessel (2); bronze 

cauldron with round handles (3); silver bracelet (4); gold bracelet (5) and sacrificial deer 

and sheep bones outside the coffin.  

 The burial in the northern Xi’an combined pure Xiongnu rectangular pit grave 

with Chinese brick construction, so it is likely to assume that this transitional burial type 

occurred at the age of the middle to late East Han (100-200 AD) when many southern 

Xiongnu people settled in Chinese territory.   
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Fig.56 Dual-burial M1 at 
Budongdou (D1) 
From Archaeological station, Ih 
Ju League 1981, p. 28, fig. 20. 

Fig.57 Grave goods from M1at Budongdou (D1) 
IRON: ring-pommel sword (1); curved knife (2); snaffle bit (3); 
belt buckle (4); arrowhead with diamond cross-section (5); 
arrowhead with triangular cross-section (6); three-winged 
arrowhead (7);  round handle of cauldron (8);  wedged handle 
of cauldron (9). BRONZE: fragment of Chinese mirror (10); 
earring (11); linked-peal ornament with spiral motifs (12). 
POTTERY: Grey, wheel-built ceramic pots with the design of 
wavy lines or zigzag patterns (13-14)  
(from Archaeological station, Ih Ju League 1981,  fig. 4, 6, and 
7).  
 

Fig.58 Floor plan of the Shangsunjiazhai brick-built chamber at Shangsunjiazhai (D2) 
From Archaeological Team of the CPAM 1979, p.50, fig. 3. 
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Fig.59 Grave goods at Shangsunjiazhai (D2) 
BRONZE: Chinese “Wu Zu” coins (1); fragment of Chinese mirror (2); official 
stamp (3). POTTERY: straight-wall ceramic pot with wavy lines (4); ceramic 
vassal with cord patterns (5). 

(from Archaeological Team of the CPAM 1979,  p.50 ,fig. 3,  9, 11, and 12). 
 

 

Fig.60 Tomb M13 in North suburb of Xi’an (D3) 
From  Shaanxi Provincial Institute of Archaeology 2002. 
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1.5 Group E: Northern Xiongnu Cemeteries (1st to 2nd centuries AD) 

E1. Dongmiaoergou in the Hami City (cited from Liu 1993) 

Nine cist-graves were unearthed in Dongmiaoergou where the deceased were 

placed in a supine position and encompassed by coffins composed of logs. Grave goods 

contained iron knives, pottery, lacquerware, and stone tools. This site was likely to have a 

date between the 1st century BC and 2nd century AD. 

 

E2.Tomb no.3 at Chawuhugouko  in the Hanjing County (cited from Xinjiang 

archaeological team 1990 and Wang 1999) 

Although all tombs (M1-M20) in this site bore some identical burial characteristics 

(animal sacrifices, the east-west orientated grave, rows of stones on the surface of the low 

mound), they consisted of two different coffins and four distinct interior burial 

formations that reflected the complexity of groups in the Xiongnu confederacy. First of 

all, the casket can be divided into either the wooden coffin constructed by logs and 

boards (Fig.61) or the coffin made by boards in the form of the stretcher (Fig.62). Next, 

the inner structure included the cist-grave (Fig.63), the rectangular pit with a flanked 

recess for the corpse (Fig.64), the double rectangular burial (Fig.65), and rectangular pit 

with wooden coffin (see Fig.61).    

The Xinjiang area was ruled by the Xiongnu governor during the heyday of the 

Xiongnu Empire (Lin 1986). Therefore, it was not surprising that in Chawuhugoukou one 

can find the Xiongnu type of material culture such as the finds of animal-motif ornaments, 

horse or sheep offerings, arrowheads and belt buckles, and also a first century Chinese 

mirror.  The practice of stretch-like coffins, which was also found in Kazakhstan (see E3), 

probably pinpoint a mixed burial custom between the northern Xiongnu and indigenous 

tribes in Xinjiang (Ma 2004). One more remarkable aspect of this site was the appearance 

of artificially deformed skulls, which were considered as a prevalent custom implemented 

by the European Huns during the 4th and 5th century AD (Kazanski 2005). 

 

E3. Beriktas, Kazakhstan (cited from Хабдулина ＆ Акишев 2000) 
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 Beriktas was located 120 km to the west of Almaty, Kazakhstan. In 1997, 

archaeologists unearthed a giant elite kurgan (Fig. 67) 40 to 60 m in diameter and 4 to 7 

m in height. The cone-shaped mound encircled by a ring of stones was installed with an 

underground ramp on the northeast, which led to a central burial chamber. The chamber, 

also surrounded by stones, contained a female with her head toward the south and a west-

oriented man lying on a wooden stretcher. Both of them were placed in a supine position 

with their limbs extended. Grave goods included iron knife (Fig.68-1), bronze mirror 

with handle (Fig. 68-2), bone beads with zoomorphic motifs (Fig. 68-3), bone arrowheads 

with triangular cross section (Fig.68-4), ceramic vessels (Fig.68-5), sheet gold ornament 

with granulated design (Fig.68-6).  
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Fig.61 Tomb M7 in Chawuhugoukou No.3 (E2) 
From Wang 1999, p. 262, fig. 199. 

Fig.62 Tomb M18 in Chawuhugoukou No.3 (E2) 
From Wang 1999, p. 263, fig. 200. 

Fig.63 Tomb M13 in 
Chawuhugoukou (E2) 
 From Wang 1999, p. 257, fig. 
194. 

Fig.64 Tomb M6 in 
Chawuhugoukou (E2) 
 From Wang 1999, p. 259, fig. 
196. 

Fig.65 Tomb M2 in 
Chawuhugoukou (E2)  
From Wang 1999, p .261, fig. 
198. 
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Fig.66 Tomb M6 in Chawuhugoukou No.3 (E2) 
IRON: three-winged arrowhead (1); arrowhead with triangular cross section (2); arrowhead with oval 
cross section (3); piece of armor (4); buckle (5). BRONZE, WOOD, and BONE: Bronze buckle (6); 
Chinese mirror (7);  wooden comb (8); stone bead (9); bow limb with a notch (10). SILVER, GOLD, 
and POTTERY: silver finger rings (11); gold ornament with granulation design (12); gold plate with 
the image of a feline devouring sheep (13); gold plate with the design of couched beast (14); ceramic 
vessel adorned with wavy lines (15).    

(From Xinjiang Archaeological Team 1990, fig. 7, 8, 9, and 10) 

Fig.67 Kurgan M1 in Beriktas (E3) 
Outer Structure of M1 (1); burial chamber (2); 3. 
position of the deceased (3).  

(From Хабдулина ＆Акишев 2000, fig. 2-4). 

Fig.68 Grave finds in Kurgan M1, 
Beriktas (E3) 
From Хабдулина ＆Акишев 2000, fig. 5.  
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1.6 Group F: Graves in the east of the Dnieper River during the Hunnish Epoch 

(all sites are cited from Anke 1998 excepr for F1 from  Kožomberdieva, et. al., 1998) 

F1. Šamsi, Kyrgyzstan 

 This was a catacomb (Fig. 69) found in a river valley in Kyrgyzstan, central Asia. 

A low mound was built above the entrance of the tomb covered by several giant stones. 

There was a vertical passageway leading toward an oval-shaped burial space that was 

also sealed by stones.  Inside the catacomb a deceased woman was placed in a wooden 

coffin that consisted of thin boards held together by copper wires. The woman was laid 

on her back with the head towards the southwest and arms stretched out along the body. 

The rear part of her skull was artificially deformed.  

The female was highly ornamented by a variety of gold, silver, and jewelry products 

(Fig.70). Her face was covered by a gold mask (1) with masculine facial characteristics. 

It was made of sheet gold adorned with oval precious stones as eyes and gold stripes 

highlighting eye frames. Each side of the cheeks was perforated in the shape of a flower 

with three pairs of stems. The same decoration was used on the nasal spine where a pair 

of stems represented eyebrows.  The back of the mask preserved the residues of silk 

textile. She also wore a diadem (2) containing a loop made by bumpy sheet silver disc 

and six lattice-like bands of amber. Along the edge of the loop were hung plenty of gold 

wires. Her ears were accompanied by a pair of earrings (3) comprising three gold plates 

in the shape of crescent, circle and water drop and each of plates was connected with 

three gold pyramidal pendants.  

Around her neck was a gold necklace (4) composed of a center piece and six chains. 

The central oval plate depicted a stone-made feminine image surrounded by fourteen 

precious stones. The chains, which were linked to the center, also consisted of precious 

stones with gold frames and they were designed as butterfly or leaf shapes.  Both of the 

deceased’s hands wore a gold finger ring (5) featuring a huge garnet in the center and two 

small ones on the sides and all of them were encompassed by the granulation 

design(numerous small protuberances). In addition, a gold pendant for hair plaits (6) was 

designed in a unique way. Two hollow balls, on the top of gold pyramidal hangers, had 

either bumpy or geometric patterns on the surfaces. One could also detect the granulation 
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decoration around the second ball. Next, a unique circular gold fitting (7) adorned with 

granulated edges consisted of seven amber stones in the center. A tube, attached to the 

back of the fitting, was inserted a bar.  

 Furthermore, excavators discovered many bronze accessories decorated with 

stone inlays. For instance, a bronze toggle (8), with hooks and granulated design around a 

massive carnelian, was connected to the other bronze strap for the snaffle bit. Such an 

artistic presentation was also found in the belt buckle (9), the chain (10), and fittings for 

the clothing (11). Besides, some of organic artifacts were well preserved, including 

highly decorated leather belts with silver margins and scale patterns (12), a fragment of 

wooden saddle arch with granulated bronze trappings and stone inlays (13), and wooden 

dragon head coated by silver foil (14).  

 There were two types of vessels interred with the dead. A ceramic jug(15) placed 

next to the head had a slim body, short neck, small handle, beak-shaped lip, flat base, and                 

with sketchy wavy lines on the shoulder. It was produced by red burnt clay mixed with 

the sand. A bronze cauldron (16) found next to the feet contained four horizontal, ring-

shaped handles with two grooves, a massive disc as the base, and the spiral-decorated 

body. The surface of the cauldron was burned, which might indicate a cooking treatment 

for either daily use or a funerary feast.  

 Eventually, the reporters mentioned several viewpoints that the diadem in this site 

was quite distinct from other finds in Eurasia where they were manufactured by gold 

coating with bronze basis and granulated glass, half-precious, or precious stones. 

However, the diadem here had a gold mount with silver crown and cylindrical gold 

pendants, which can only be found a parallel dated the first half of the 6th century AD.  

Moreover, the gold was also unable to match any other counterparts. A possibly similar 

mask was dated back to the 4th to 5th centuries AD. The bronze cauldron seemed to an 

indigenous product before the Hunnish assemblages and the date of the dragon head fell 

on the period between the end of the 4th to the end of the 5th centuries AD.  Besides, 

although belt buckles with similar design in Šamsi also appeared in the Hunnish sites,  

the S-shaped toggle for snaffle bits by far haven’t matched any analogies. According to 
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those datable grave goods, the reporters assigned this catacomb a date between the end of 

the 5th to the beginning of the 6th centuries AD.         

F2. Novorssijsk, Russian Federation (the mid-5th century AD) 

     This cemetery complex was comprised of 352 inhumation burials, 173 cremation 

burials, and 16 horse burials. Tomb 500 was a dual grave in which an east-oriented man 

was placed in a supine position, accompanied by a female on his left side. The finds (Fig. 

71) include 94 cm iron sword with massive, flat-rhombic guard (1), silver buckles with 

elongated prongs (2), a pair of silver fibulae (3), glass cup (4), silver neck ring (5), silver 

arm ring (6), silver earring with geometric end (7), bronze looped-mirror Type IV (8), 

and iron knife (9).   

 

F3. Pyatigorsk-Kugul, Russian Federation 

Tomb 4 was a dual burial in which male and female remains were found. Their 

skulls were artificially deformed and charcoal was spread over the burial ground.  The 

findings(Fig. 72)included a 75 cm long iron sword with massive iron guard (1), fragment 

of iron bridle (2), oval bronze belt buckle with rectangular metal fitting (3), oval silver 

belt buckles (4-5), and bronze belt tongues (6). 

 

F4. Novoivankovka, Ukranie(the end of th 4th century AD) 

This site (Fig. 73) was a ritual deposit where excavators discovered an 86 cm long 

iron sword (1), gold bow fittings (2),  gilt bronze belt tongue with granulated edges (3), 

gilt bronze belt fittings with stone inlays and granulated margins (4) gilt bronze belt 

buckle with rectagular metal fitting, stone inlays, and granduated frame (5), gilt bronze 

buckle with stone inlays (6), and crescent-shape gold fitting with stone inlays and 

granulated edge (7). 

 

F5. Zevakino, Russian Federation(the end of 4th to the beginning of the 5th centuries AD) 

Kurgan 1 consisted of two stone circles (north and south) on the surface. While 

the northern circle contained a grave encompassed by stone slabs in which two north-

oriented male corpsed were found, the southern one had a burrow in which horse teeth, 
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ribs, cermaic sherds, and charcoal were buried. Kurgan 1 (Fig. 74) yielded bone 

reinforcements of composite bow(1), hood-shaped bronze earring with twisted end(2), 

bronze neck ring with hook fastening (3), iron three-winged arrowhead(4), and 34cm iron 

falchion (5). 

F6. Bolšaja Rečka, Russian Federation (the 3rd to the 4th centuries AD) 

The deceased was buried in supine position with the head oriented towards the 

northeast. The findings (Fig. 75) included bronze neck ring with hook fastening device (1) 

and looped bronze earrings with coiled ends (2). 

 

F7. Engels/Pokrovsk, Russian Federation (the end of 4th to the early 5th centuries AD) 

Kurgan 17 belonged to an offering burial showing the traces of fire but without 

any human remains. Grave goods (Fig. 76) mainly included bronze, human-face mask 

with silver fitting (1), bronze belt tongue with rhombic sheet silver fitting (2), iron snaffle 

bit (3), and iron falchion (4). Kurgan 18 yielded gilt bronze fitting with human faces (5). 

Another warrior burial contained a male with deformed skull, the head towards the 

northwest. Grave goods included an 85 cm long iron sword with massive iron guard (6), 

iron spear-head (7), gilded bronze ornament with human face motifs(8), bronze buckle 

with glass inlays (9), iron chain (10), and gilt bronze belt fitting with granulated margins 

(11).  

F8. Turaevo, Russian Federation (the end of the 4thcentury AD) 

Kurgan 1 in Turaevo was a stone-built burial that contained a man placed in a 

wooden coffin with his head towards southwest.  He lay in a supine position with his 

limb extended along the body. The finds (Fig. 77) included 77 cm iron sword with 

rhombic iron guard and disc-like pommel (1), sickle-shaped iron tools (2), iron spear-

heads (3), iron arrowhead with rhombic cross section (4), iron snaffle bit (5), iron knife 

(6), and iron buckles (7).  

Kurgan 7 was a stone-built structure with the corpse placed inside a wooden 

coffin in supine position, the head towards the southwest. Grave goods (Fig. 77) 

contained iron sword with rhombic iron guard (8), iron snaffle bit with round rings (9), 
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iron knife (10), iron axe (11), tanged iron spear-heads (12), iron scale-like armor (13), 

iron helmet (14), gold belt tongue with granulated edges (15), and belt buckles (16). 

 

F9.  Seelmann Rovnoye Russian Federation (the end of the 4th to the beginning of the 5th 

centuries AD) 

 This relic was identified as a ceremonial pit with the traces of fire ashes. The 

offerings (Fig. 78) contained iron three-winged arrowhead (1), large iron knife (2), round 

bronze buckle(3), oval bronze buckle (4), bronze cheek piece (5), and bronze belt tongues 

with silver coating and granulated edges (6). 

 

F10. Kišpek, kabardino-Balkarien, Russian Federation (the end of 4th to the beginning of 

the 5th centuries AD) 

Fourteen kurgans were discovered in this site and Kurgan 13 contained two 

rectangular plank-made chambers. The male deceased was buried with sacrificial horse 

remains and his head toward the west. The finds (Fig. 79) were black clay jug with egg-

shaped body (1), red clay cup (2), iron snaffle bit with glass  and granulated designs (3), 

gold belt tongues with glass inlays, geometric as well as granulated patterns (4), gold belt 

buckle (5), gold ornaments with glass inlays and geometric motifs (6), gold flower-

shaped fitting (7), gold human face ornament (8), iron sword (9), and bronze looped 

mirror Type I (10).  

 

F11. Kalinin (Tver), Russian Federation (the end of 4th to the beginning of the 5th 

centuries AD) 

This site was a kurgan burial (Fig. 80) containing bronze buckles (1), massive 

round gold neck rings with cachet-shaped ends in relief (2), sheet gold from diadems with 

geometric shapes of carnelian inlays and granulated margins(3), gold belt tongues with 

vertical granulated patterns (4), D-form gold saddle fitting with scale patterns (5), cross-

shaped gold fittings with carnelian inlays (6), linked-carnelian ornament (7), and 

rectangular gold belt fittings with carnelian inlays and granulated motifs (8).  
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F12. Novo-Grigor'yevka, Ukraine (the end of 4th to the beginning of the 5th centuries AD) 

Tomb 8 (Fig. 81) yielded a D-form sheet-gold of saddle with scale motifs (1), iron 

snaffle bit with bronze rings (2), gold belt tongues with granulated patterns (3), gold 

cross-shaped belt fitting with stone inlays and granulated margins (4), ㄇ-form gold 

ornanment with stone inlays and granulated edges (5), gold fitting with complicated 

granulated patterns (6), various granulated shapes of gold fittings (7), and silver gilt belt 

buckles (8). 

 

F13. Kislovodsk-Lermontovskaja, Russian Federation (the end of 4th to the beginning of 

the 5th centuries AD) 

 A southeast-oriented catacomb was found in this site and the corpse was 

identified as a juvenile person with the deformed skull.  Grave finds (Fig. 82) were listed 

as below: 92 cm iron sword with massive rhombic iron guard of gilt circular patterns (1), 

D-form gilt silver saddle fitting (2), complete white metal looped mirror Type II (3), oval 

gold belt buckle with bird-head style (4), oval gold belt buckles with prominent prongs 

and grooved surface (5), oval gold belt buckles with glass and almandine inlays (6), 

bronze belt buckles (7), iron sniffle bits (8), gold lined-pearl ornament (9), gold belt or 

harness ornaments with almandine inlays or granulated décor (10), crescent-shaped gold 

fitting (11), and clay jugs (12).  

 

F14. kyzyl-adyr, Orenburg, Russia (the end of the  4th century AD) 

 A NW-SE, stone-built kurgan was excavated along with a male skeleton and 

horse bone. Grave good (Fig. 83) consisted of 85cm-long iron sword (1), iron snaffle bit 

(2), iron quiver hook (3), bone reinforcements for bow limbs (4), bronze cauldron with 

mushroom-like handles (5), gold fitting with amber inlays and granulated frame (6), 

silver earring (7), silver ornamental beads (8), and three-winged iron arrowheads with 

shafts (9).  

 

F15. Melitopol, Ukraine ( the end of the  4thcentury AD) 
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 This grave yielded a male deformed skull along with horse, sheep, and goat bones. 

Grave inventories (Fig. 84) included iron snaffle bit with bronze rings(1), gold saddle 

fitting (2), D-form sheet gold of saddle with scale-like motifs(3), circular sheet gold  with 

stone inlays and granulated treatment (4), gilt bronze fittings with garnet and carnelian 

inlays as well as granulated design (5), and Sarmatian type of mirror made of copper, tin, 

lead and silver (6).  

F16. Borovoe, Kazakhstan (the late 4th century AD) 

 This cemetery was built by stone plates and grave gifts (Fig. 85) contained iron 

snaffle bit (1), D-form gold trapping of saddle with scale patterns (2), bronze cauldron 

with flanked handles and a small stand (3), bronze earring with twisted end (4), three-

winged iron arrowheads (5), and bronze buckle (6).  

 

F17. Aktobe, Kazakhstan (the end of the 4th century AD) 

 The male corpse in this stone-built burial was placed inside the coffin made of 

wooden boards. He was lying in a supine position with limbs stretched, the head towards 

the north.  

 Unearthed artifacts (Fig. 86) included hacked iron knife (1), iron knife (2), bone 

limbs of composite bow (3), gilt silver ear pendant with stone and glass inlays as well as 

granulated patterns (4), iron buckle (5), three-edged iron arrowheads (6), wooden cup by 

the head of the dead (7), and iron quiver hook (8). 

 

F18. Kyzy-Kajnar-Tobel, Dzambul, Kazakhstan (the end of the 4th century AD) 

 The burial in Kyzyl was found inside a cave. The dead person was considered as a 

warrior whose skull received intentional deformation and trepanation treatments. The 

cranium bore both Caucasian and Mongoloid characteristics. The dead way lying in a 

supine posture with arms stretched along the body.  

 This site (Fig. 87) yielded a 85 cm long iron sword (1), iron falchion (2), bone 

limbs of bow (3), gold necklace (4), bronze belt buckle (5), three-bladed iron arrowheads 

(6), and gold coated horse-like fitting (7).  
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F19. Birsk, Russia (the late 4th century AD) 

 The man was arranged in a supine position and his limbs were extended. He had a 

deformed skull oriented towards the northwest. Grave goods (Fig. 88) included found 40 

cm long falchion (1), iron axes (2), three-winged iron arrowheads (3), iron snaffle bit (4), 

bronze buckles (5), bronze belt tongues (6), and iron knife (7).  
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Fig.69 Layout of the catacomb in Šamsi (F1) 
From Kožomberdieva, et. al., 1998, Fig. 1. 

Fig.70 Grave goods in Šamsi (F1) 
From Kožomberdieva, et. al., 1998, Fig. 2~8. 
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Fig.71 Grave foods from Novorssijsk (F2) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 44 

Fig.72 Grave goods at Pyatigorsk-Kugul (F3) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 57 

Fig.73 Grave goods from Novoivankovka (F4) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 60 

Fig.74 Grave goods from Zevakino (F5) 
 From Anke 1998, Taf. 60 
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Fig.75 Grave goods from Bolšaja Rečka (F6) 
From Anke 1998, Taf.62 

Fig.76 Grave goods from Engels/Pokrovsk (F7) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 65, 90, and 120. 

Fig.77 Grave goods from Turaevo (F8) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 82 and 113. 
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Fig.78 Grave goods from Seelmann (F9) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 90. 

Fig.79 Grave goods from Kišpek (F10) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 108 and 109. 

Fig.80 Grave goods from Kalinin (F11)  
From Anke 1998, Taf. 110 & 111. 

Fig.81 Grave goods from Novo-Grigor'yevka (F12) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 112. 
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Fig.82 Grave goods from Kislovodsk-
Lermontovskaja (F13) 

From Anke 1998, Taf. 115 & 116. 

Fig.83 Grave goods from Kyzyl-adyr (F14) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 121. 

Fig.84 Grave goods from Melitopol (F15) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 122. 

Fig.85 Grave goods from Borovoe (F16) 
From Anke 1998, Taf.123. 
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Fig.86 Grave goods from Aktobe (F17) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 124. 

Fig.87 Grave goods from Kyzyl (F18) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 125. 

Fig.88 Grave goods from Birsk (F19) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 135. 
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1.7 Group G: Tombs in the West of the Dnieper River during the Hunnish Era 

G1. Csongrád-Kenderföldek, Hungary (the end of the 4th century AD) 

 Tomb 94 (Fig. 89) in Csongrád-Kenderföldek yielded a corpse in a crouched 

position accompanied by two bronze looped-mirrors Type I (1), bronze chain (2), iron 

fibula(3), and cylindrical, black stone beads(4).  

 

G2. Marchegg, Gänserndorf, Austria (the beginning of the 5th century AD) 

  A juvenile was unearthed in Marchegg burial, who was placed in a supine 

position with the head towards the north and limbs stretched along the body. Grave goods 

(Fig. 90) included bronze looped-mirror Type V (1), white bronze buckle(2), gold 

earrings with the middle open parts (3), and clay handled-jug (4).    

 

G3.  Laa an der Thaya, Austria(the late 4th century AD) 

 The north-oriented deceased in Tomb 1 was lying in a supine position with limbs 

extended. Grave goods (Fig. 91) contained fragment of bronze looped-mirror Type I (1), 

a pair of silver sheet  fibulae with half-round head plates(2), a silver belt buckle(3), a pair 

of silver arm rings with thicken ends(4), and a  pair of gold earrings with garnet inlays(5).  

    

G4. Viminacium-Burdelj, Serbia (the mid- 5th century AD) 

 There are sixty-six west-oriented burials in this site and among them 44 belonged 

to nomads and the rest of them were Romans. Tomb 1 yielded an artificial deformed skull 

with burial goods (Fig. 92) including bronze looped-mirror Type I (1) 

Bronze crossbow-like fibulae with strings (2), silver arm ring with opened, thicken ends 

(3), double-row, bone three layers comb (4), painted beads (5), perforated beads (6), and 

iron ring (7).  

G5. Šarovce, Slovakia(the mid- 5th century AD) 

 Sixteen graves were investigated along with some Neolithic, Bronze Age, and 

modern relics. Tomb 1 contained a single deformed human skull together with animal 

skulls. Tomb 5 (Fig. 93) , probably oriented towards the southwest, yielded bronze 
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looped-mirror Type I (1), bell-shaped bronze pendants (2), rectangular, double-row, bone 

comb (3), and glass beads (4).  

G6. Nyíregyháza, Hungary (the 5th century AD) 

 This cemetery (Fig. 94) was discovered during the construction work and it 

yielded bronze looped-mirror Type I (1), bell-shaped pendants (2), and glass bead 

necklace (3). 

 

G7. Kosion, Ukraine (the late 5th century AD) 

 Grave goods (Fig. 95) included bronze looped-mirror Type I (1),  a pair of sheet 

silver fibulae with rectangular plates (2), gold- and silver-coated copper buckles with 

pentagon patterns (3), and black glass beads with blue or yellow wavy lines(4).    

 

G8. Mád, Hungary (the early 5th century AD) 

 A northwest-oriented tomb (Fig. 96) was unearthed, which yielded bronze looped-

mirror Type I (1), silver round arm ring with thick ends (2), silver earrings (3), and silver 

belt buckle with animal-head point (4).  

G9.  Mödling, Austria (the 5th century AD) 

 The deceased in Tomb 2 was buried in a supine position with extended limbs. 

Grave goods (Fig. 97) contained bronze looped-mirror Type V (1), a pair of silver fibulae 

(2), single row, bone comb (3), bell-shaped glass jug (4), a pair of silver earrings (5), 

glass cup (6), and belt buckle(7).  

G10. Kapolcs, Hungary (the mid-5th century) 

 The deceased was interred in a coffin, oriented to the west in a supine position 

and stretched limbs. Grave inventories (Fig. 98) included bronze looped-mirror Type I (1), 

a pair of gold earrings with almandine inlays (2), silver finger ring (3), and silver arm 

ring with thick ends (4).    

G11. Dindesti, Satu Mare, Romania (the mid-5th century AD) 

 Grave goods (Fig. 99) were comprised of bronze looped-mirror Type I (1), a pair 

of silver fibulae with half-round plates (2), oval silver belt buckles with grooved patterns 

(3).  
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G12. Iszkaszentgyörgy, Hungary (the mid-5th century AD) 

 The body was buried singly inside a plank coffin with iron fittings. Grave goods 

(Fig. 100) contained bronze looped-mirror Type I (1), gold earrings with geometric ends 

(2), oval belt clasp with zoomorphic tip (3), and sheet gold fibula in the shape of cicada 

(4).  

 

G13. Hochfelden, France (the late 5th century AD) 

 The north-oriented grave contained a possible deformed human skull inside a 

wooden coffin. It (Fig. 101) yielded bronze looped-mirror Type I (1), silver fibulae (2), 

gold earrings with geometric ends (3), gold costume trimmings (4-6), glass cup (7), and 

braided gold necklace with elongated, cylindrical pendants (8).   

G14. Wien-Leopoldau, Austria (the end of the 4th century AD) 

 Tomb 3 (Fig. 102), oriented towards the north, yield 90.5cm iron sword with 

massive, flat-rhombic iron guard (1), a stone hanger for swords (2), 38 cm iron falchion 

(3), bronze buckle with bird-head ornament (4), and clay jug with zigzag patterns (5).  

 

G15. Planig, Germany (the early 6th century AD) 

 This burial was constructed by stone in which a male body with west-east 

orientation was discovered. His belongings (Fig. 103) contained 94 cm iron sword with 

massive gilt bronze guard decorated with two row of almandine inlays and blue stone of 

cloisonné design in the center (1), 39 cm iron falchion (2), iron javelins (3), iron spear-

head (4), iron leaf-shaped arrowhead (5), gold shield boss (6), long gold shield handle 

with silver rivets (7), and a Frankish iron axe (8). 

G16. Altenerding, Germany (the end of 5th to the beginning of the 6th centuries AD) 

 Tomb 1226 was buried a male with his head towards the west. Grave gifts (Fig. 

104) contained dome-shaped iron buckle without prong (1), iron handle of shield boss 

with v-form ends (2), iron knife (3), iron shield boss (4), and iron arrowhead with 

triangular cross section (5). In Tomb 92, excavators found 86cm-long iron sword with 
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silver, zigzag-patterned guard and boot-shaped pommel (6), 28cm-long falchion (7), and 

iron spear-head (8).   

 

G17. Wien XI-Simmering, Austria (the end of 4th to the early 5thcenturies AD) 

 A male corpse, in a supine position and stretched limbs, was interred in a wooden 

coffin in Wien XI-Simmering. He had an extremely deformed skull with mongoloid 

facial characteristics and his head was oriented towards the northeast. The excavators 

unearthed (Fig. 105) bone reinforcements of composite bow (1), clay jug (2), 35.6cm iron 

falchion (3),  and tanged three-winged iron arrowheads(4).     

 

G18. Blumenfeld, Germany (the late 5th century AD) 

In this site, excavators discovered (Fig. 106) iron javelin (1), iron shield boss (2), 

oval silver buckle with almandine inlays (3), U-shape silver chape (4), iron sword (5), 

and 35cm iron falchion (6).   

 

G19. Cordoş, Romania (the end of the 5th to the early 6th centuries AD) 

In this west-oriented cemetery site, archaeologists discovered (Fig. 107) iron 

three-bladed arrowheads (1), iron capped spear-head (2), and silver fibula with geometric 

décor (3). 

 

G20. Taurapilis, Lithuania (the late 5th century AD) 

This site contained eight burial mounds made of stone. Tomb 5 yielded a west-

oriented male skeleton and  deposits of horse remains, Grave goods (Fig. 108) included 9 

1cm iron sword with Iron word with iron flat-boat pommel (1),  gilt silver scabbard 

slide(2),  gilded metal chape of the scabbard(3), iron spear-head with shaft (4), bronze 

crossbow-like fibula(5) , shield boss (6),  bronze spurs(7), iron battle axe(8), silver finger 

rings (9), round belt buckles with metal fittings (10), oval gilt silver buckles with grooved 

décor on the ring(11), and iron knife (12).  
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G21. Haillot, Liege, Belgium (the end of 5th to the beginning of the 6th centuries 

AD) 

This site consisted of 17 inhumation graves. Tomb 6 contained a north-oriented 

corpse, accompanied by some grave goods (Fig. 109), such as 85cm iron sword (1), 

rectangular iron buckle with lattice-like almandine inlays (2) two scabbard slides with 

bird-head ends and zigzag patterns on the center(3), iron wide-bladed spearhead (4), iron 

flat-domed shield boss with silver rivets and long grip (5), iron knife (6), clay bowl (7), 

greenish glass dish with white leaf-shaped patterns (8), and black glass bead with star-

formed décor (9).  

 

G22. Lengyeltóti, Hungary (the early 5th century AD) 

The male dead in this site was singly buried in a supine position with his head 

towards the north. Grave goods (Fig. 110) were comprised of an 84.4 cm long iron sword 

with straight iron guard (1), gray clay jug with vertical fish spinal bone motifs (2), oval 

silver belt buckle with round gilded fitting bearing three small loops (3), iron snaffle bit 

(4), silver cheek pieces (5), silver belt tongues (6), round gold belt buckles with round 

fitting of V-shaped black glass inlays(7), oval gold belt buckle with round fitting of arc 

patterns (8), and small silver buckles (9). 

 

G23. Levice, Slovakia (the mid-5th century AD) 

In this grave, horse skulls were interred with the human skeleton and grave goods 

(Fig. 111) included iron snaffle bit (1), bronze belt tongues with granulated zigzag 

patterns (2), bronze, round belt fitting with spiral décor (3), and bronze saddle fitting with 

scale-like motifs and gilt edges (4).  

 

G24. Pannonhalma, Hungary (the late 5th century AD) 

This was a ritual deposit with marks of using fire and the absence of human 

skeletons. The sacrificial offerings (Fig. 112) contained a 105.7 cm long iron sword with 

rhombic iron guard(1-2), iron snaffle bit with gold coated cheek pieces (3), three gold 

http://dict.tu-chemnitz.de/english-german/leaf.html
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coated fittings for the bow handle and two limbs (4), gold saddle fittings with scale 

patterns (5), flower-shaped gold fittings for the harness(6), and gold belt tongues (7).      

 

G25. Lébény, Hungary (the end of the 5th century AD) 

The deceased in Lébény was a male in a supine position with his limb stretched 

and the head towards the northwest. Excavators unearth (Fig. 113) silver chape (1), 95 

cm iron sword (2), round gold buckle with fitting bearing red stone inlays (3), and clay 

jug with net patterns (4) 

G26. Mainz-Kostheim, Germany (the 5th century AD) 

The finds (Fig. 114) in Mainz-Kostheim included U-shaped bronze chape (1),  a 

96 cm long iron sword with oval iron guard and half-round silver coated pommel (2), 

rectangular bronze belt buckle with triangular-cut patterns (3), round bronze belt tongue 

with triangular patterns (4), bronze hooked neck ring (5), and Frank axe (6).  

G27. Jędrzychowice, Poland (the 5th century AD) 

This was a male burial accompanied by luxurious grave goods (Fig. 115) such as 

oval gold buckle with rectangular fitting of  almandine inlays (1), sheet gold with garnet 

inlays and granulated frames (2), bronze cauldron with rectangular handles and tiny base 

(3), clay bowl (4), rectangular gold belt tongues with granulated patterns (5), and gold 

buckles (6).    

G28. Jakuszowice, Poland 

This grave adjacent to a river contained a young man and sacrificial horse 

skeletons. Due to extravagant grave gifts discovered from this site, excavators considered 

it as a “prince” cemetery. The finds (Fig. 116) included twelve fragments of gold coated 

bow (1), a 95.1cm long iron sword with massive iron guard (2), sheet gold fittings with 

dot spots (3), silver rings of bridle with geometric trappings (4), belt accessory with face 

to face style (5), silver cross-form belt fittings (6), gold belt tongues with almandine 

inlays (7), round gold belt buckles with garnet inlays (8), round gold buckles with 
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geometric motifs (9), belt tongues (10), square belt ornament with almandine inlays and 

granulated edges (11), and  crescent-shaped fittings with almandine inlays and granulated 

frames (12).       

 

G29. Belarus (the end of 4th to the beginning of the 5th centuries AD) 

This site belonged to a kurgan burial constructed by stone plates. The deceased 

was interred singly in a supine position with limb extended, head towards the north. 

Paleoanthropological examinations showed that the dead person was a man with 

artificially deformed skull of mongoloid facial features. The presence of horse skulls and 

limbs might indicate the performance of sacrificial ceremony. Excavators discovered (Fig. 

117) silver half-moon earring with garnet inlays and granulated patterns (1), iron snaffle 

bit (2), bronze bell (3), oval gilt silver belt buckle with complicated motifs (4), 

zoomorphic sheet fitting (5), iron buckle (6), and silver belt tongues(7).  

 

G30. Pécs-Üszög, Hungary (the late 4th century) 

This was a ritual deposit (Fig. 118) that yielded iron snaffle bit with cheek pieces 

(1), sheet gold fitting of bow (2), sheet gold saddle fittings with grid patterns (3), iron 

three-winged arrowheads (4), gold belt fittings with snake-like shape (5), gold belt 

ornaments with almandine inlays and granulated edges (6), iron spear-head (7), gold 

sword decoration (8), and gold belt tongues (9).   

 

G31. Kubej, Ukraine (the late 4th to the early 5th centuries AD) 

Kurgan 8 in Kubej consisted of a man in supine position and the deposit of horse 

skulls and limbs. Burial goods (Fig. 119) had iron falchion (1), iron winged axe (2), iron 

quiver hook (3), included D-form gold saddle fittings with scale-like design (4), bronze 

snaffle bit with two bronze trappings of garnet inlays and granulated edges (5), L-form 

gold ornaments with amber and carnelian inlays as well as granulated margins (6), three-

bladed iron arrowheads (7), and bone limbs of bow (8). 
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G32. Mannheim-Neckerau, Germany (the 4th century AD) 

Grave inventories (Fig. 120) included a three-winged iron arrowhead with the 

shaft (1), oval bronze belt buckle (2), bronze buckle with the design of face to face 

zoomorphic motifs (3) , bronze tube-shaped fitting (4-6), sheet bronze belt fittings with 

geometric designs(7), and iron knife(8).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 81 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.89 Grave goods from Csongrád-
Kenderföldek (G1) 

From Anke 1998, Taf. 6. 

Fig.90 Grave goods from Marchegg (G2)  
From Anke 1998, Taf. 6. 

Fig.91 Grave goods at Laa an der  Thaya (G3) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 7. 

Fig.92 Grave goods from Viminacium-
Burdelj (G4) 

From Anke 1998, Taf. 8. 

Fig.93 Grave goods Šarovce (G5) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 9 

Fig.94 Grave goods Nyíregyháza (G6) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 9 
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Fig.95 Grave goods Kosion (G7) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 10. 

Fig.96 Grave goods Mád (G8) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 10. 

Fig.97 Grave goods Mödling (G9) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 12. 

Fig.98 Grave goods Kapolcs (G10) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 13. 

Fig.99 Grave goods Dindesti (G11) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 15. 

Fig.100 Grave goods Iszkaszentgyörgy(G12) 
From Anke 1998, Taf.15. 
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Fig.101 Grave goods Hochfelden (G13) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 17. 

Fig.102 Grave goods Wien-Leopoldau. (G14) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 50. 

Fig.103 Grave goods Planig (G15) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 58. 

Fig.104 Grave goods Altenerding (G16) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 65 and 69. 
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Fig.105  Grave goods Wien XI-Simmering (G17) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 66. 

Fig.106  Grave goods Blumenfeld (G18) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 68. 

Fig.107 Grave goods Cordoş (G19) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 71. 

Fig.108 Grave goods Taurapilis (G20) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 76. 
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Fig.109 Grave goods Haillot (G21) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 77. 

Fig.110 Grave goods Lengyeltóti (G22) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 92. 

Fig.111 Grave goods from Levice (G23) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 93. 

Fig.112 Grave goods from Pannonhalma (G24) 
From Anke 1998, Taf.9 4, 95, 96, and 97. 
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Fig.113 Grave goods from Lébény (G25) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 98. 

Fig.115 Grave goods from Jędrzychowice (G27) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 101. 

Fig.116 Grave goods at Jakuszowice (G28) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 103, 104, and 105. 

Fig.114 Grave goods from Mainz-Kostheim 
(G26)  

From Anke 1998, Taf.100. 
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Fig.117 Grave goods from Belarus (G29) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 107. Fig.118 Grave goods at Pécs-Üszög (G30) 

From Anke 1998, Taf. 11 8& 119. 

Fig.119 Grave goods from Kubej (G31) 
From Anke 1998, Taf. 127 and 128 

Fig.120 Grave goods from Mannheim-
Neckerau (G32) 

From Anke 1998, Taf. 38. 
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1.8 Group H: Rock Carvings in the Yenisei Valley 
 (All following reports are cited from Érdy 1996)  

 

H1. Gravestones at Podkamen 

Gravestone I, with 140 cm in height and 115 cm wide, stood on the western 

corner of a rectangular grave. It had two sides engraved with some interesting images. On 

the one side we found a bearded man (Fig.121-1) wearing a robe or mantle over his 

shoulder as well as a headgear like a ″inverted pear″ (this term was suggested by 

Maenchen-Helfen 1951). The other side of the stone depicted a series of scenes including, 

from left to right, an erecting horse, a holding-sword person seizing the other person’s 

hair, a person behind running cattle, a saddled running horse, a mounted archer, and an 

footed archer with a reflex bow (Fig.121-2~7).  Furthermore, there was one cauldron 

(Fig.121-8), with a decorated band on the body, located in front of those serial images. 

Additional two small cauldrons with stands were situated half way towards the top of the 

stone (Fig. 121-9).      

 Gravestone II, carved pictures on only one side, described three robed men with 

inverted-pear headwear and their faces covered by veils or caps (Fig.122). Two of these 

figurines (Fig. 122-2 &122-3) were holding objects which looked like musical 

instruments (Érdy 1996, p. 57). Besides, there was a vessel (Fig.122-5) with two round 

handles standing behind those three personages.  

H2. Petroglyph at the Argoa Mountain 

 This site was merely located 8 km southeast of the rocking carving at Podkamen.  

Two petroglyphs had been investigated. The larger one, 1.2 meters in width portrayed 

five robed men (Fig.123-1-5) in which two of them, wearing bird-like masks were 

carrying some objects at a 45 degree angle (Fig.123-1 and -2) . In addition, there were 

eight running horses (one was bridled), one cow, small animals with long necks, one 

mushroom-like image, and two archers wearing pointed caps and short trousers (Fig.123-

6). One of archers was equipped with a reflex bow (Fig 123-7).   
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Another smaller petroglyph (Fig.124) illustrated one damaged robed person, two 

mounted archers riding on saddled, bridled horses, and three deer. Both of archers wore 

pointed caps and held the posture of drawing a bow. 

 

H3. Petroglyph at the Boiar Mountain 

 There were two petroglyphs discovered on the north bank of the Sukhaya Tes’ 

River near the Boyar Mountain. One was named as lesser Boiar petroglyph (Fig.125) 

which was made of a smooth sandstone surface. The image shown on the rock depicts a 

hamlet with both log dwellings and yurts in it. Among them there were two human 

figures that were depicted in the middle of the petroglyph. One wore a long rube and 

might have a beard (Fig.125-1) and the other seemed to have bird-like legs (Fig.125-2). 

Moreover, there were ten cauldrons with wide stands (except for one was flat) scattered 

over the rock engraving. 

 The other petroglyph was called Great Boiar Petroglyph (Fig.126), or known as 

the Bol’shaia Boiarskaia Pisanitsa. Because its surface was comprised of partly lichen-

covered rock, it was difficult to perceive its existence before the sunrise. 

 The scene on the rock surface showed a village constructed by both log structures 

and yurts, and among them there were numerous domestic animals and villagers drawn 

by simple straight lines. Most importantly, 19 cauldrons with stands were able to be 

identified, and they were equipped with various handle styles including, round handles, 

three mushroom-like knobs lugs or no handles. Some of cauldrons were adorned with 

horizontal lines on the body.    

 

H4. Petroglyph at Kizil Kaya 

Érdy (1996) suggests that this rock carving depicted a ceremonial scene with 

persons stirring something inside cauldrons in the company of mounted warriors. Among 

those personages, two persons wore inverted pear-shaped headdress (Fig.127-2 and -4), 

one person wore a pointed mask (Fig.127-3), and one had six fingers on of his hands 

(Fig.127-1). Two horsemen riding on bridled horses wore special feather-like headgear. 

Besides, nine cauldrons with stands and round handles were carved.    
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H5. Petroglyph at Sulyek 

This rock carving (Fig.128) portrayed a cauldron with three mushroom-like round 

handles accompanied by two persons. The person on the left carried a ladle and the other 

with a barbed hook.   The cauldron also had a stand and horizontal bands around the body.  

H6. Petroglyph at Aglaktiy 

This site (Fig.129) yielded two drawings associated with cauldron images. One 

flat bottomed cauldron was engraved inside the body of an ox and the other cauldron was 

incorporated into a hind thigh of a horse.  

 Érdy (1996) consider that those cauldrons on above petroglyphs were credited to 

the Xiongnu-Hunnish type and he assigned a date between the 2nd c. BC and 2nd c. AD. 

He further took advantage of these data to confirm the ancestral affinity between the 

Xiongnu and Huns, which I will elaborate more in the section of bronze cauldrons.   
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Fig.121 Gravestone I at Podkamen 
From Érdy 1996, p. 79, fig. 2. 

Fig.122 Gravestones II at Podkamen 
From Érdy 1996, p. 81, fig. 4.  
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Fig.123 Large petroglyph at the Argoa Mountain 
From Érdy 1996, p. 82, fig. 4 and p. 83, fig. 5. 

Fig.124 Small petroglyph at the Argoa Mountain 
From Érdy 1996, p. 85, fig. 8. 
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Fig.125 Lesser Boiar petroglyph 
From Érdy 1996, p. 87, fig.10 & p. 88, fig.11.4. 

Fig.126 Bol’shaia Boiarskaia Pisanitsa 
From Érdy 1996, p. 86, fig.9.2 & p. 88, fig.11-3. 
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Chapter 2: Geographical and Historical Background 

 

 

 
Fig.129 Petroglyph at Aglaktiy 

From Érdy 1996, p. 89, fig. 12.2 & 12.3. 

Fig.127 Petroglyph at Kizil Kaya 
From Érdy 1996, p. 86, fig. 9.1. 

Fig.128 Petroglyph at Sulyek 
From Érdy 1996, p. 89, fig. 12.1 
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2.1 Geographical Settings of Eurasia  

(Numbers and geographical descriptions are from Sinor, et al. 1990) 

( 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 The geographical location (Fig. 130) of the nomads is situated in the vast area 

above 50 degree latitude of the Eurasian Continent.  This region occupies around one-

seventh of the land area of the world and extends 6,000 miles from the east to the west. 

Water resources are relatively scarce due to the lack of maritime routes and navigable 

waterways. The only accessible world ocean is the ice-covered Arctic into which most of 

the north-bound rivers flow, which is frozen at least several months of the year. The 

absence of sufficient irrigational water results in undeveloped agriculture and dominative 

pastoralist nomadism. Although some east-west rivers, passing through scattered oases or 

steppe belts, do make agrarian activities possible, the short growing season and low 

precipitation in those areas lead to the supplementary characteristic of crop cultivation.  

In addition, due to limited water routeways land transportation is widely utilized for 

movement, which contributes to a horse or camel riding society. The major migratory 

Fig.130 Map showing geographical zones in the Eurasia 
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routes taken by Eurasian peoples are through mountain corridors, steppe zones, or 

sporadic oases along the edges of deserts.  

 Mountain terrains in this domain are centered on the Pamir, the highest elevation 

of 25,000 feet, from which other ridges radiate. The east of the Pamir Plateau includes 

T’ien Shan in Xinjiang, Altai and the Sayan Mountains across the northwestern 

Mongolian Plateau, the Hangai ranges in the middle of Mongolia, and the Yin Mountains 

in the border of today’s China and Mongolia.  West of the Pamir are the Caucasus 

Mountains between the Black Sea and Caspian Sea, the Alborz ranges in northern Iran, 

and the Hindu Kush passing through Pakistan and Afghanistan. These ice-capped 

mountains can provide local residents with enormous economic values. Melted snow is 

the main source of nutrition for oasis agriculture.  Abundant timber also can be acquired 

as fuel or construction materials. Most importantly the mountain grasslands serve as the 

summer pastures for flocks.  

 Far away from the ocean, continental Eurasia is characterized by the huge 

variation in temperature as well as extremely arid weather. However, these attributes give 

rise to the homogeneous landscape in each given latitude.  For instance, the taiga scenery 

occupies northern Eurasia from the Pacific Ocean to Baltic Sea. The steppe area runs 

through Manchuria to the Hungarian Plain.  

  Except for mountainous regions, the Eurasian Continent consists of, from the 

north to the south, the tundra, forest, steppe, and desert. The tundra lies in the wasteland 

of the coastal Arctic Ocean, with the coldest temperature lower than -100F in winter and 

60F in summer at most.  Inhabitants in this region engage in reindeer hunting as the 

primary source of meat and fur. When gradually moving toward the south, one can 

observe the appearance of shrubs, woods, and eventually the forest extent—the taiga. 

Most of this area is covered by coniferous forests extending from Scandinavia to the 

Okhotsk Sea, and deciduous or mixed forests are distributed over the southern Russia and 

Northeast China. The temperature ranges from -40F to -14F in winter and  65F in 

summer across the whole forest zone. This subarctic climate contributes to frozen soil 

with a layer of thaw zone on the surface. The thaw regions form a mass of mud during 

summer, unfavorable to ground transportation. Thus, indigenous peoples heavily rely on 
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the ice-covered rivers for movement. Unlike the tundra zone, the forest region contains a 

variety of large as well as small mammals for hunting activities, primarily reindeer, elk, 

bear, tiger, fox, and squirrels.  

 The steppe zone, situated in the south of the coniferous forests, is comprised of 

three different features of grasslands. The northern wooded steppes occupy the Great 

Hungarian Plain, northern Ukraine, northern Kazakhstan, margins of southern Siberia, 

and northern Mongolia. The middle part is the steppe belt featuring enormous grasslands 

or prairies. Traditionally, the Altai ranges separate this bulk into the eastern and western 

steppes. The eastern steppes center on the central and eastern Mongolia and the 

Manchurian Plain with occasional grasslands near the T’ien Shan. The western steppes 

contain the northern Black Sea, northern Caucasus, southern Urals, and Kazakh meadow.  

The southern desert steppe or semi-desert functions as the transitional zone between 

steppe and desert landscapes.  It is spread over the northern Caspian Sea through the Hexi 

Corridor in Kansu to the Ordos desert.  

 The steppe region belongs to the continental zone with bitter winter and 

moderately warm summers. The annual precipitation is as low as between 10 inches to 20 

inches.  Despite this extreme climate, the immense grasslands in this area offer promising 

conditions for cattle-breeding. Almost all Eurasian nomadic regimes in world history 

originated from this steppe zone. Furthermore, the steppes with relatively smooth relief  

have been utilized as migration routes by nomads or trade networks by merchants.   

 The great scale of desert sits on southern Central Asia, from the Caspian Sea to 

the Gobi desert in southern Mongolia. Although this harsh climate makes this region 

disagreeable for human inhabitation, the scattered desert oases have contributed to 

numerous agricultural civilizations, especially the area between Amu Darya and Syr 

Darya which also served as a commercial transfer center of the Silk Road.   

 Overall, there are five major geographical variations (tundra, forests, steppes, 

deserts, and mountains) in nomadic Eurasia, but only the steppe zones and high ridges are 

the most important regions because those places can provide fresh pastures and much 

more water for herds. Consequently, when we attempt to reconstruct any nomadic 
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migrations, it is helpful to take spatial distributions of grassland and highland into 

consideration.   
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2.2 History of the Xiongnu 

 

 

 Because the Xiongnu did not develop their own writing system, most of our 

knowledge about their history was informed by Chinese historians. Though those Chinese 

chroniclers named the Xiongnu as Xiongnu, there was no firm evidence to verify that the 

Xiongnu indeed used this term to call themselves. In Shuowen Jiezi (說文解字), a book 

introducing the meanings and structures of Chinese letters, the word ″Xiongnu″ is 

comprised of two characters: ″Xiong″and ″Nu″, meaning the fierce sound and slaves 

respectively. I figure that these two terms probably intentionally despised them as 

uncivilized and reckless peoples who were inferior to Chinese. However, historical 

accounts can provide valuable information about the political, economic, and 

ethnohistoric attributes of the Xiongnu, which will facilitate us to define some 

comparable aspects between the Xiongnu and Hunnish cultures. In this section, I will 

dictate the history of the Xiongnu based on historical narratives extracted from Shiji, 

Fig.131 Map showing the Xiongnu, Han, and other neighboring tribal confederacies, 150 BC   
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ch.110 (史記·卷 110), Hanshu, ch. 64 (漢書·卷 64), Hou Hanshu, ch. 89 (後漢書·卷 89), 

and Sangokushi, ch. 30 (三國志·卷 30).  

  Historically, the name ″Xiongnu (匈奴)″ first appeared in 341 BC when a 

strategist in the Chinese Yan (燕) kingdom narrated an event in which Xiongnu horsemen 

ravaged another nomadic tribe called ″Loufan (楼煩)″ in today’s Ordos (Li 1986, p. 46). 

Fourty-two years later, a general of the Zhao (趙) kingdom defeated a cavalry of 10,0000 

Xiongnu, which heavily devastated the Xiongu military power so they never dared to 

approach the border of the Zhao for more than ten years (Shiji, ch. 110).  Then, in 228 

BC a Yan minister suggested his prince to ally the Yan with the Xiongnu and other five 

feudal kingdoms against the Qin (秦), the strongest kingdom at that time.  

..  From the chapter 110 in Shiji, one can perceive that the Qin, Zhao, and Yan 

kingdoms began to construct their own defensive walls against the increasing Xiongnu 

invasions around the middle of the third century BC. After Qin Shi Huang（秦始皇）, 

the first emperor of the Qin dynasty, unified the whole China in 221 BC, he appointed a 

general with 300,000 warriors to repulse the Xiongnu out of the area south of the middle 

Huang He (today’s Ordos). In order to consolidate the northern frontier, the emperor 

ordered the construction of the Great Wall, connecting the walls of the former Yan, Zhao, 

and Qin kindoms with the new addition.   

 However, followed by the short twelve year solid ruling of the Qin dynasty, China 

fell into a series of civil wars during 209 to 202 BC.  Meanwhile, the Xiongnu, led by the 

greatest ruler Maodun (冒頓 ) Chanyu (單于 , meaning the mightiest leader), had 

developed into a steppe empire that conquered the Donghu (東胡) to the east, the Yuezhi 

(月氏) to the west, the Loufan to the south, and other tribes to the north. Maodun took 

advantage of the chaotic situation in China to retake the land they had lost to the Qin 

dynasty, and afterwards the Xiongnu settled in the Ordos region from where they 

constantly plundered Chinese boundaries.  

 Although in 202 BC the West Han (漢) dynasty put an end to political turbulence, 

the new-built regime could not withstand Xiongnu military actions. Under the pressure of 
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300,000 mounted warriors, the Chinese dynasty resorted to diplomatic strategies for 

peace by conducting imperial marriages between Chinese princesses and Xiongnu 

Chanyu, opening trade markets between the Han and the Xiongnu civilians, paying 

annual tributes to the Xiongnu in the form of crops, silk, wine, and gold, negotiating a 

treaty that both countries maintained ″brother-like″ relationships, and agreeing with the 

Great Wall as the border. Nevertheless, the Xiongnu riders, unsatisfied with those 

offerings, still occasionally crossed the borderline to pillage the Chinese villages and a 

number of residents were enslaved.   

 This passive attitude towards the Han-Xiongnu relation was dramatically altered 

when the West Han dynasty accumulated sufficient economic and military strength 

against the Xiongnu. During the ruling of the Emperor Wu of Han (漢武帝 141 to 87 

BC), he launched three major campaigns that severely struck the Xiongnu Empire. The 

first battle (127BC) ended up driving the Xiongnu force out of the Ordos, and the Emeror 

Wu assigned officials to establish administrative provinces there.  The second military 

expedition (121BC) emptied the Xiongnu influence in today’s Gansu province and 

captured many Xiongnu noblemen. The third military movement in 199 BC defeated the 

Xiongnu in two main battlefields: one was the Xiongnu headquarter in today’s 

Mongolian Plateau and the other was their colonies in northeast China. The battle in 

Mongolia caused great causalities on both sides, but the result ended up with the escape 

of the Chanyu. The other battlefield in northeast China was also favorable to the Han 

where the Chinese army completely wiped out the Xiongnu troops, and Chinese helped 

establish the independence of those indigenous tribes conquered by the Xiongnu in order 

to use them to impede the potential Xiongnu invasions.  

 Facing a series of military failures against the Han dynasty, the Xiongnu had no 

choices but expanded their political influence over those tribal confederacies in western 

regions in order to acquire booty. However, because one of the western countries, Wusun 

(烏孫), had forged an alliance with the Han, the Chinese emperor sent an army to assist 

Wusun against the Xiongnu military threat. In 71 BC, the joint Han-Wusun army 

slaughtered around 39,000 Xiongnu men and took as many as 700,000 flocks from the 

Xinongu. These military catastrophes as well as harsh natural disasters happened in 104, 
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89, and 71 BC weaken the power of the Xiongnu Empire, which resulted in rebellions of 

subjugated peoples to gain their independence. In 57 BC the Xiongnu were further 

diminished by five Chanyu competing for the succession to the throne. This event 

triggered the first division of the Xiongnu Empire in 51BC when Huhanxie (呼韓邪) 

Chanyu surrendered himself to the Han to acquire the military assistance against his 

brother Zhizhi (郅支) Chanyu. Eventually, the Han dynasty eliminated the Zhizhi and the 

Xiongnu regime was unified under one Chanyu. Afterwards a peaceful relationship 

between the Chinese and Xiongnu had maintained for almost half a cenutry until the 

West Han was replaced by the Xin (新) dynasty.  

 The founder of the Xin dynasty treated the Xiongnu as a vassal instead of an 

independent country. He diplomatically degraded the political status of the Xiongnu, 

which reignited the Xiongnu invasions in the northern frontier. At this time the Xin 

regime was bombarded with recurrent domestic revolutions from 9 to 25 AD, which 

granted the Xiongnu an opportunity to retake their political authority in the western 

regions and northern China. The East Han dynasty which overturned the Xin ruling had 

not recovered from previous chaotic situations, and was forced to reuse the same 

strategies of the early West Han to cater to aggressive Xiongnu horsemen.   

 A turning point of the Xiongnu history occurred in 48 AD when the Xiongnu 

Empire was divided into the northern and the southern segments due to unstable political 

situation as well as droughts and locusts across their country. The southern Xiongnu 

submitted themselves to the East Han, and gradually became a Chinese feudal military 

group which even established a short-life Chinese dynasty during the early 4th century 

AD. On the other hand, the northern Xiongnu still resided in Mongolia, and ravaged both 

Chinese boundaries and west regions.  In order to thoroughly eradicate the threat of the 

northern Xiongnu, the East Han allying with the southern Xiongnu, initiated a large-scale 

campaign against the northern Xiongnu in 89 AD. The allied forces decisively destroyed 

the northern Xiongnu and put around 200,000 people in captivity. Another campaign 

occurring in 91 AD eliminated the northern Xiongnu troops, and pursued their refugees 

as far as today’s Altai Mountains. The injured Chanyu who led a group of warriors 
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escaped to the Wusun and since that time the Xiongnu withdrew themeselves from the 

territory in northern China and Mongolia. Followed by the collapse of the northern 

Xiongnu and the Chinese-oriented transformation of the southern Xiongnu, the Xiongnu 

tribe gradually lost their identity as an independent entity.          
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2.3 History of the Huns 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Just like the Xiongnu, the Huns did not record their own history. All we know 

about them we know from their enemies, such as Romans and Goths. Ammianus 

Marcellinus (320-391AD), a fourth-century Roman historian, was the first western author 

who mentioned about the Huns. He used the Latin name ″ Hunnorum ″ to call the Huns, 

but we are not informed the origin of this term because the Huns were little known from 

ancient records (Ammuanus Book XXXI., 2, 1).  Jordanes, a six century Roman author 

with Gothic descent, named the Huns as ″Hunni″ in his book Getica. Kālidāsa, an Indian 

writer during the 4th to 5th centuries AD, documented the Huns as the name Hūna (Tu 

1986). Consequently, the Huns were assigned to various names by the ancient scholars, 

but no one knew what name they called themselves.  

  Reconstructing the history of the Huns is never an easy task based on how scanty 

as well as sporadic historical accounts are available. Even if when the Eastern Roman 

Empire made contact with the Huns in the late 4th century AD, historians did not 

consistently record the Hunnish history in a chronological order, which left several 

blanks that failed to contribute to complete annals. In the following discussion 

Fig.132 Map showing political entities in 451 AD 
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concerning about the history of the Huns, I will integrate the works of Mcgovern (1939), 

Maenchen-Helfen (1973), and Thompson (1996) into articulate narratives about the 

Huns’ activities in Europe, with the assistance of ancient texts (primarily the works of 

Ammianus, Priscus, and Jordanes).  

 The advent of the Huns in Europe came about in an extremely mysterious way. 

Ammianus Marcellinus said that ″The people of the Huns dwelled beyond the Maiotic 

Sea (today’s Sea of Azov) near the ice-bound ocean″ (BOOK XXXI., 2, 1).  His Gothic 

informants said that they had never heard of the Huns before as if they suddenly appeared 

from an unknown corner of the Earth. Philostorgius (368-449AD), an Anomean Church 

historian, described that the Huns came from the extreme North, somewhere along the 

Rhipaean Mountains. Those accounts tended to place the Huns as far away as possible 

because no peoples inhabiting nearby the Mediterranean World could not be noticed by 

ancient Greek historians or geographers (Maenchen 1945a, p. 232). Jordanes informed us 

how a stag guided the Huns to cross the Maeotic marsh and then discovered the lands in 

the north Black Sea. These statements, although absurd enough, reflected how Romans 

felt about the unexpected arrival of the Huns.  

Before confronting with Europeans, the Huns possibly lived somewhere north of 

the Kingdom of Armenia in 290AD because at that time we had been told that Tiridates 

III, King of Armenia, hired both Alanic and Hunnish mercenaries in his army (Mcgovern 

1939, p. 365). In 356 AD, the northern border of Persia was invaded by the ″Chionits″ 

people, who might be a group of the Huns (Mcgovern 1939, p. 365). However, these two 

records regarding the Huns were not so reliable. 

The first historical event associated with the Huns occurred in 374 AD when the 

Hunnish leader, Balember, led his horsemen to invade Kingdom of the Alans, situated in 

the regions between the Don and Volga Rivers. A raging battle was fought on the banks 

of the Don River where the Huns slew the Alanic army and ultimately seized their 

territory. Some Alanic tribesmen made a treaty with the Huns to join Hunnish forces. 

Some portions of Alanic members fled westward and latter settled in the Pannonia. Some 

chose to take refuge in the Caucasus Mountains  
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Reinforced by the fresh Alanic warriors and vast fertile lands, the Hunnish-Alanic 

allied troops marched towards their next target: Kingdom of the Ostrogoths, located 

between the Dnieper and the Don Rivers.  Ermanaric, the Ostrogothic king at that time, 

was an excellent warrior when he was young. However, he was too old to resist the 

coming storm brought by the Huns and after his generals lost few battles in the frontier 

the king committed suicide. The crown now fell on Vithimir, a new king chosen by the 

Ostrogoths. He struggled against the Hunnish invasions for few months and even 

attempts to buy off some Hunnish groups to take his side, but he was killed in the battle. 

After the death of Vithimir, Kingdom of Ostrogoth broke apart into several groups of 

which one band of Ostrogoths, led by Hunimund, a son of Ermanaric, surrendered 

themselvesto the Huns. Nonetheless, the majority of Ostrogothic tribesmen governed by 

two generals, Alatheus and Safrax, retreated to the Dnieper River.  

After conquering the Ostrogothic Kingdom, the Huns made themselves the rulers 

of South Russia. Unsatisfied with their achievement, the Huns intended to cross the 

Dnieper River to ravage the Visigothic lands. Athanarik, the leader of Visigothic groups, 

already deployed his military forces in array along the bank of the Dnieper to prevent 

Hunnish troops from fording the river. The Huns soon became aware of his strategy and 

adopted a circuitous route by crossing the upstream of the river and ambushed the rear of 

Visigothic army. Athanarik with few his followers retreated into the mountain areas in 

Transylvania and attempted to construct fortified facilities against further Hunnish attacks. 

Quite a number of Visigoths who abandoned his leader Athanarik fled southward until 

the Danube River, the northern frontier of East Roman Empire. These refugees that 

numbered no less than two hundred thousand people sent envoys to Roman Emperor 

Valens to beg for the shelters in Thrace and in return they would offer manpower for 

production tasks as well as auxiliaries. The Emperor accepted their request and settled 

them in some parts of Thrace under the administration of two Roman military 

commanders. Unfortunately, the new Gothic immigrants received inhumane 

mistreatments, which incited severe Gothic revolts across the Balkan provinces. In 378 

AD Emperor Valens himself conducted the Roman troops to suppress rebellious army 

mixed with Visigoths, Ostrogothics, and a small band of Alans and Huns. Two forces 



 

 107 

confronted in Adrianople, and the result turned out the destruction of almost two-thirds of 

the Roman army along with the death of the Emperor Valens.  

We do not know much about the Huns during 378 to 400 AD, but it was believed 

that they gradually took control of areas between Pannonia and the northern Black Sea 

(Maenchen-Helfen 1973). The Hunnish riders were sometimes hired as mercenaries who 

fought for the Roman Empire, but they were also aggressive invaders. For instance, in the 

first month of 384 AD the West Roman Empire was attacked by an Alemannic tribe from 

the north. The imperial army at that time was too corrupted to withstand barbarians’ 

assaults. It was Hunnish and Alanic auxiliaries who repulsed the Alemanni; however, 

those helpers turned into robbers who raid numerous villages all the way to Gaul. In the 

end, the West Roman Empire had to pay a huge amount of gold to stop Hunnish-Alanic 

horsemen. Furthermore, we were also informed that in 395 AD the Hunnish warriors 

swept over Asian provinces of Roman Empire, including Armenia, Mesopotamia and 

Syria. The following year another Hunnish group marched towards Ctesiphon, the capital 

of the Sassanid Empire, but they were defeated by the Persian Emperor Bahram IV.  

During 400 to 408 AD, it was said that Uldin was the leader of the Huns who 

settled between the west of the middle Danube and the east of the Carpathian Mountains. 

Uldin launched a series of western expansions which resulted in chain effect of 

population in Europe. A Visigothic tribe originally from the region near the Theiss River, 

was forced migrated into the Pannonia where Vandals, Suevi, and Alans had been living 

for a long period. Under the pressure of Vigiothic immigrants repulsed from the east, 

those Vanald, Suevi, and Alanic tribes moved westward into Gaul where they conflicted 

with the Franks.Ultimately, they broke through the Frankish defensive line and entered 

the Iberia to establish three kingdoms (Vandal, Suevi, and Alans). On the other hand, 

those Visigoths who occupied Pannonia were still threaten by the attack of Uldin, and 

therefore their leader Radagais led his Visigothic warriors to ravage Italy in 404 AD. This 

time, those Visigothic groups were massacred by the army of West Roman Empire in the 

front and Uldin’s Hunnish warriors in the rear.   

 Curiously enough, Uldin maintained a friendly relationship with the West Roman 

Empire, and they even cooperated to eliminate Visigothic army in the 404 AD battle. 
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Uldin’s primary target was the East Empire which had not been recovered from the 

Adrianople disaster. The Hunnish marauders devastated the Balkan regions in the winter 

of 404/5 AD. Again in the summer of 408 AD when the East Roman troops were 

deployed in the eastern border to prepare for the coming battle with the Sassanid Empire,   

the Huns broke into the Thrace and Macedonia and raided many towns and villages. 

However, on the way to the Hunnish homeland, Uldin’s troops betrayed him and left 

himself against Roman army who followed behind. Although Uldin was able to escape 

from being captured, his name had not been mentioned afterwards.  

 The history of the Huns in 410’s and 420’s was total a blank. Due to the lost of 

Olympiodorus’ historical records in the second quarter of the fifth century, we nearly 

knew nothing about Hunnish activities. All we are aware that, without certainty, Charaton 

was the king of the Huns.  

 In 423 AD, Emperor Honorius of the West Roman Empire died and Joannes, a 

high ranking officer succeeded the crown. Because Joannes did not belong to the imperial 

lineage, Emperor Theodosius II in the East Roman sent a troop to eliminate the usurper 

Joannes.  In the year of 425 Joannes ordered Aëtius with a great sum of gold to the Huns 

for military assistance against approaching East Roman army. Though Joannes was killed 

before Hunnish allies arrived to rescue him, Aëtius with a huge Hun army repelled the 

East Romans. The Huns received considerable rewards and possible a certain amount of 

annual tributes from the West Empire. Then, in 427 AD, the Huns encounter a setback 

when they lost Pannonia to Romans. This event came from a short description written by 

the six-century chronicler Marcellinus Comes, he said that ″The province of Pannonia, 

which for fifty years were being held by the Huns, were retaken by the Romans.″ 

 Octar and Ruga were brothers who co-ruled the Hunnish kingdom from the late 

420’s.  Nothing was known about Octar expect for his battles against Burgundians and 

then he died in 430. After Ruga became the sole ruler of the Huns, he launched attacks 

upon the East Empire, which forced the Emperor Theodosius II granted him an annual 

subsidy of 350 pounds of gold. In 432, Ruga requested the East Romans to repatriate all 

Hunnish fugitives in the East Roman territory and also to terminate all compacts with 

those tribes lived nearby the northern bank of the Danube. When Roman ambassadors 
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reached the Hunnish kingdom to negotiate those terms, Ruga had already died and been 

succeeded by his two nephews: Bleda and Attila. Attila demanded to double the annual 

tributes to 700 pounds of gold because now the Huns had two kings. The ambassadors 

realized how the Emperor desired for the peace and accepted Attila’s request.  

 Maenchen-Hellfen (1973) proposed that before the end of the 430’s the Huns did 

not wage any large-scale wars against Roman Empire. They seemed content with booty 

from periodic raids and annual tributes promised by Romans.  Although the Huns were a 

nuisance, they still could be driven off or bribed. The situation was now reversed since 

the beginning of 440’s. When the Eastern Empire detached its navy against Vandals in 

Sicily and infantry against the Sassanid in Persia, the Huns broken into Illyricum and 

destroyed numerous towns and cities, including Viminacium, Margus, Singidunum, and 

Sirmium. In 443, Attila’s army devastated Ratiaria, Naissus, Sardica, Philippopolis, 

Arcadiopolis, and Chersonesus in the Balkan provinces. The Huns even approached the 

Constantinople, the capital of the East Roman Empire. The Emperor Theodosius had no 

choice but accepted all terms requested by Attila. The terms included that the Empire 

must hand over every refugee from the Hunnish lands and paid the arrears of 6,000 

pounds of gold plus 1,200 lb of gold as annual subsidy. After Attlia’s brother Belda died 

in the next year (444), Attila actively materialized his ambition to conquer all Europe. He 

not only subjugated Germanic peoples in Pannonia, such as Gepids and Ostrogoths, but 

also nominally controlled some tribes residing near the Rhine River, including Allemanis, 

Burgundians, and Franks. In 447 Attila resumed the invasion against the East Empire. 

This time the Huns, accompanying by their allies Gepids and Ostrogoths, terrified the 

residents of the Constantinople where the earthquake and plaque just took many 

causalities. Fortunately, although the Huns won the battle against Romans near the river 

Utus, they suffered great loss that rocked their foundation. It turned out that this was the 

last time of Attila’s victory.  Attila’s Empire presumably ranged from the Volga River to 

the east, the Danube to the south, the Rhine to the west, and the Baltic Sea to the north. 

His headquarter, according to historical accounts, was situated in today’s Hungary 

between the Tisza and the Danube River (see Priscus’ work).     
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 In 448/9AD, Attila began to encroach the West Roman Empire. He first 

demanded to marry the Emperor’s sister Honoria, plus the half territory of Empire as a 

wedding gift.  The Emperor rejected such an absurd request, which gave Attila an excuse 

to launch a war. In 451 Attila’s Huns with the military assistance of Gepids, Ostrogoths, 

and Franks attacked the northern Gaul. He first captured the Metz and then encompassed 

the major garrison, Orleans. Because Orleans was well-fortified, Attila decided to retreat 

to Catalonian field for further deployment. Meanwhile the West Roman general Aëtius 

assisted by Visigothic and Alanic allies also arrive at the Catalonian field where the West 

Romans defeated the Huns, and forced Attila to retreat to Hungary. In 452 in order to 

retrieve his reputation, Attila waged another campaign to assault northern Italy.  He 

successfully captured Aquileia, Padua, Verona, and Milan, but the plaque and famine 

rendered the Huns to return Pannonia without being wiped out by natural disasters. In 

453 Attila died in the next morning of his wedding day, which caused a huge chaos 

among his Empire.  Each of his sons desired a piece of lands and began to fight with each 

other. At the same time, those subjugated peoples took this opportunity to rebel against 

the Hunnish supremacy. The allies of Gepids and Ostrogoths slaughtered the Huns and 

killed Attila’s oldest son Ellak.  Some portions of the Huns led by some sons of Attila 

were scattered over eastern Europe. The last event we heard about the Huns was that 

Dengesik, a son of Attila, who desired to retrieve the glory of the Hunnish Empire, waged 

a war against East Roman Empire in 468 AD, but he and his army were slain. Mcgovern 

(1939, p. 398) postulated that the Huns might join Bulgarian hordes who latter ravaged 

the Byzantine Empire.    
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2.4 Migration History 

This section will discuss the hypothetical migration history ranging from the fall 

of northern Xiongnu in 91 AD to the destruction of Kingdom of Alans by the Huns in 

374 AD. Based on scattered historical chronicles, many scholars (Hirth 1901, Ji 1977, 

Xiao 1978, and Lin 1986) had deduced possible scenarios during almost three hundred 

year separation between the northern Xiongnu and the Huns. Though those migration 

theories were added some personal conjunctions, they outlined the basic frameworks by 

which we can search for possible migratory routes.   

As noted in the Xiongnu history, the reign of the northern Xiongnu completely 

collapsed after losing the decisive campaign in 91 AD. According to Lin (1986, p. 108-

110), the northern Xiongnu was split up into at least four groups. The first band, 

numbered around one hundred thousand households in total,   joined another nomadic 

people, Xianbei (鮮卑), who established a nomadic dynasty in Northern China in the 

middle of the 5 century AD.  The second group, without knowing how many they were, 

remained residing in northern Mongolia until the end of the 5 century AD when they 

were eliminated by Ruǎnruǎn (latter known as Avars in Europe). This event was recorded 

in the Chinese chronicle Weishu (魏書) ch. 103, which we read: 

The Xiongnu descendants inhabited in the northwest of the Ruǎnruǎn.  They were 
still strong and prosperous. A general of the Xiongnu led a troop to attack the 
leader of Ruǎnruǎn, but was severely defeated. Later on the Xiongnu were 
annexed by Ruǎnruǎn.”  

The third Xiongnu tribesmen ruled by a northern Xiongnu vassal settled in Balikun Lake, 

Xinjiang. They kept ravaging the frontier of the East Han dynasty until a Han commander 

repulsed their raid in 151AD. Afterwards no historical records mentioned about any 

Xiongnu invasions. The final group referred to the northern Xiongnu Chanyu and his 

followers who escaped from the battle in 91 AD and fled westward. The migration route 

they took played a crucial role to historically link Asian Xiongnu with European Huns.  

Modern scholars (Hirth 1901, Ji 1977, and Xiao 1978) have devoted many volumes to 

reconstructing their westbound journey and their tentative conclusions can be 

summarized as follows. 
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.  The northern Xiongnu Chanyu first fled to the lands of the Wusun (the upstream 

Ili River, northwestern Xinjiang) where they lingered for an unknown span. Then, they 

continued to migrate westward to the Kangju (康居 ) located in today’s southern 

Kazakhstan. There two events came from the two historical passages, which we read:  

The Chanyu of the northern Xiongnu was defeated by the Han general, and fled to 
Wusun. Afterwards, no traces of the northern Xiongnu in Mongolia (Hou HanShu, 
ch. 45) 
 
the Chuban (悅般) used to be a tribe led by the northern Xiongnu Chanyu. After 
the fight in 91AD Chanyu crossed the Altai Mountains and came to the Kangju.  
His feeble followers were left behind in the northern Kucha (龜茲, the west of 
Xinjiang) and latter established the Chuban (Weishu, ch. 102) 

 

The next journey of the Xiongnu engaged in the campaign between the Huns and 

Alans in 374AD documented by Ammianus Marcellinus. Both western and Chinese 

scholars have strived to confirm that it was the Xiongnu who conquered the Alanic 

kingdom at that time, based on the following Chinese annals:  Both in the Wei-shu ch.102 

and Pei-shih ch.97 we read:  

a. The country of Su-te (栗特), which lies in the west of the Pamir had an ancient 
name Yen-ts’ai (奄蔡) and other name Wen-na-sha (溫那沙). It stands by a great 
lake and in the northwest of Kangju.  It is 16,000 li (里) away from the capital 
(Píngchéng, 平城 ) of the Northern Wei dynasty (386-534). Previously the 
Xiongnu had killed its king and captured the country. King Hu-yi (忽倪)  made 
the third generation. Merchants of this country used to go in great numbers to the 
region of the Liang (Gansu Province in China), but after the Northern Wei took 
the capital of the Liang (439AD) all of them were taken prisoners. At the 
beginning of Kao Tsung (the Emperor of Northern Wei during 452 to 466), the 
king of Su-te sent an envoy to pay for their ransoms, which was accepted by the 
Emperor. Since then no envoy has ever arrived to offer tributes (We-shu ch.102 & 
Pei-shih, 北史 ch.97) 
 

b. Yen-ts’ai locates in the northwest of Kangju and a 2,000 li distance between 
two countries. It adopts the same custom of Kangju. It is next to a big lake with 
endless boundaries (Shiji ch.123)  

c. The country of Yen-ts’ai changes its name to A-lan- liao (阿蘭聊) and submits 
itself to Kangju. The climate is gentle and the land is full of trees and grass. Both 
dress and customs are identical to Kangju (Hou Hanshu, ch. 88). 
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d. There is the country of Yen-ts’ai with another name A-lan 阿蘭) whose 
customs are similar to Kangju . It borders on Da-Qin (Roman Empire) in the west 
and on Kangju in its southeast. The country yields famous martens. Residents 
there are herders searching for water and grass. It stands by a huge lake.  It used 
to being controlled by Kangju, but not anymore. (Sanguozhi, ch.30).   
  

Lin (1986) identified the lake, which mentioned in passage b and d, as the Sea of Azov 

where the Don River flows into. Ammianus (Book XXXI., 2, 13) also stated that the 

territory of Alans extended as far as the river Tanais (today’s Don). Therefore, after 

analyzing all these historical records, scholars (Hirth 1901 and Ji 1977) infer the 

following equation: Su-te= Yen-ts’ai= A-lan=Alan.  The Xiongnu occupied the Kingdom 

of the Alan in 374AD and three generations later the Alanic king Hu-yi dispatch 

ambassadors to Chinese Northern Wei dynasty during 452-466 to ransom their merchants. 

Because the same people (Alan) could not be conquered twice, both by the Huns and 

Xiongnu, it is no doubt that the Huns were the Xiongnu who migrated from the east.   

 However, Xiao (1978) points out that Su-te and Yen-ts’ ai were two different 

countries in terms of their economic life.  From Weishu ch.102 we learn that Su-te 

inhabitants engaged in commerce, which definitely did not fit the descriptions of the 

nomadic Alans given by Ammianus Marcellunus. He said:  

For they have no huts and care nothing for using the plowshare, but the live upon 
flesh and an abundance of milk, and dwell in wagons, which they cover with 
rounded canopies of bark and drive over the boundless wastes. And when they 
come to a place rich in grass, they place their carts in a circle and feed like wild 
beasts. As soon as the fodder is used up, they place their cities, as we might call 
them, on the wagons and so convey them (BOOK, XXXI., 2, 18).  

 

Ammianus’ narrative is consistent with what Sanguozhi, ch.30 (passage d) wrote about 

Yen-ts’ai people as herders searching for water and grass. Both of them dealt with a 

cattle-breeding society having a steppe landscape. As a result, Xiao suggests that Su-te 

were Sogdians living between Amu Darya and Syr Darya, famous for abundant fruit, 

flowers, and wine. Accordingly, the authors of Weishu and Peishih may mix up texts 

Yen-ts’ai with Su-te. The equation should be rewrote as Yen-ts’ai=A-lan=Alan. Overall, 

the westward migration route ot the northern Xiongnu can be deduced as follows:  
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Altai－Wusun－Kangju－Alans (Fig. 133). 

 Nonetheless, some scholars (Maenchen-Helfen 1945a and Tu 1986) argue that the 

event described in the passage a did not refer to the Hunnish invasion happened in the 

lands of Alans. They propose another scenario that the victim was Su-te (Sogdians), and 

the invaders were Hephthalites known as the White Huns in Roman and Persian annals.  

As a result, I consider that the account in the passage a is likely unreliable due to the 

misplacement of country names. Our knowledge about the Xiongnu westward migration 

at best can be traced from the Altai (where the Xiongnu were defeated in 91 AD), then 

Wusun, and finally to Kangju. Other than that, any further inference is simply a shaky 

surmise.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.133 Map showing the historical reconstruction of migration route taken by 
the northern Xiongnu 



 

 115 

Chapter 3: Politics, Economy, and Warfare among the Xiongnu and 

Huns 
3.1 Political Organization 

Strictly speaking, the Xiongnu Empire was a tribal confederacy that mixed up 

with diverse groups (Lin 1986, p. 3). Lin (1983, p. 25) contends that  in addition to royal 

Xiongnu hordes, many other foreign tribes incorporated into the Empire during the 

Xiongnu military expansions starting from the late 3rd century BC. In the Shiji ch.110, we 

learn that the supreme ruler of the Xiongnu was called Chanyu, who used to being 

selected by the intertribal conference. However, during the reign of Maodun (冒頓 209 to 

174 BC), the Chanyu became hereditary in the form of the father inherited by his son or 

brother. The Chanyu ruled over the neighboring areas of today’s northern Mongolia, 

which can be verified by the finding of the elite tomb complex in Noin Ula (B7). Under 

the Chanyu there were two major vassals administrating the subjugated tribes in the 

western region and Donghu (Lin 1986, p. 33). 

 At the beginning of the Empire, the upper class consisted of prestigious clans 

intermarrying with each other to maintain a firm ruling lineage over the vast confederacy. 

However, followed by military failures and natural disasters, those noble families 

gradually collapsed, and a new form of elite class based on military or political units 

appeared after the third century AD (Lin 1986).   

 Those tribes enslaved by the Xiongnu basically maintained their autonomous 

status except for obligatorily paying taxes or offering manpower to serve in the Xiongnu 

army (Lin 1986, p. 31). However, the Xiongnu wound periodically harasse their colonies 

to acquire a great number of people as domestic slaves who mainly engaged in economic 

productions (Lin 1986, p. 32).  

 A problem arose when the Xiongnu could no longer continue their military 

victory during the first centuries AD. The defeats in Chinese-Xiongnu battles hindered 

them from collecting tributes or sufficient slaves to produce daily supplies. It was no 

surprising to foresee the big separation of the Xiongnu Empire in 48AD when both 

military and natural catastrophes struck the foundation of their regime (Lin 1986, p. 96).  
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Furthermore, the mechanism of legitimate succession had never been established in the 

Xiongnu Empire, which permitted any clan leaders to claim their authority as the Chanyu.  

Likewise, the Huns also had a similar political structure as the Xiongnu, but they 

seemed to be more uncertain and chaotic. Informed by the Ammianus (XXXI, 2, 7), the 

Huns are ″subject to no royal restraint, but they are content with the disorderly 

government of their important men, and led by them they force their way through every 

obstacle.″ This implies that the Huns were not a single group, but a confederacy 

comprised of multiple tribes led by their own military leaders. Some pieces of evidence 

can prove this type of Hunnish political organization. It was well known that the West 

Roman Empire hired many Hunnish mercenaries against the Goths as well as the Huns 

themselves (Maenchen-Helfen 1973, p. 55) Also, in 395AD while a band of Huns 

ravaged Thrace, there was another group of the Hunnish riders devastated Asian 

provinces of the East Roman Empire (Maenchen-Helfen 1973, p. 54). Apparently, they 

must belong to different tribes. Third, when East Roman ambassador Priscus was sent to 

the Huns, he described a Hunnish people called Akatir were divided into tribes and clans 

under numerous rulers (Priscus, p. 259). Finaaly, even during the heyday of Attila, he did 

not actually rule those Huns who lived in the northern Black Sea. Those tribes simply 

nominally admitted Attila’s supremacy, but still carried on their autonomy (Maenchen-

Helfen 1973).    

 The kingship system among the Huns is quite tricky in many ways. We have been 

told that when attacking the kingdom of Ostrogoths in 376 AD, the Huns were led by a 

man named Balamber. There were no clues to show if Balamber was the king of the Huns 

or merely a temporary commander during the wartime (Maenchen-Helfen 1973). And 

then Uldin actively engaged in the western expansion during 400 to 408 AD. It was 

possible that Uldin possessed a relatively higher authority than a military leader did 

because historical accounts mentioned that he had retainers and captains (Maenchen-

Helfen 1973, p. 65). Furthermore, Uldin was able to launch numerous raids against the 

East Roman Empire, which indicated that his leadership was firmly established. However, 

no evidence showed that Uldin inherited the power from Balamber, so a hereditary 

system had not formed. After Uldin’s regime, a dual kingship occurred during the reign 
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of Octar and Rua and followed by their nephews, Bleda and Attila. Maenchen-Helfen 

(1973) suggested that this separated leadership might be explained as two political 

entities that one dealt with the West Romans and the other with the East Romans. In 446 

AD, Attila became the sole ruler of the Huns, and according to Priscus, both Attila and 

his father were ″well-born″, probably indicating some kind of hereditary practice among 

noble clans (Maenchen-Helfen 1973, p. 198). 

 The relationships between the Huns and their subjugated peoples looked 

harmonious. It was said that both kings of Gepids and Ostrogoths were Attila’s good 

friends as well as consulters. Attila himself owned several retainers known as ″logades″ 

in Greek, meaning picked men. Logades could come from different backgrounds, such as 

a Hunnish warrior’ decent, a lord of many villages, and a Roman from Pannonia 

(Thompson 1996, p. 179).  Thompson (1996) assumes that these logades administrated a 

part of the Hunnish Empire to collect tribute and food supply.  

The Huns enslaved many their captives from the raids. Slaves in the Hunnish 

society mainly functioned as commodities in exchange of enormous ransoms from their 

families (Maenchen-Helfen 1973, p. 199). The use of slaves was quite little in the 

economy of nomadic pastoralists (Maenchen-Helfen 1973) though some of them were 

kept in the houses of noblemen as domestic servants. Occasionally, a slave was able to 

earn his freedom with excellent performance in the battle. When Priscus went to the 

Hunnish lands as an ambassador, he bumped into a Greek, who ransomed himself by 

killing enemies in a fight, married a Hunnish wife and lived among the Huns (Priscus, p. 

269).   

In sum, while both the Xiongnu and the Huns’ political formations were based on 

tribal confederacy, this mode did not seem to be unfamiliar to Eurasian nomads. It was 

true that Scythians and Sarmatians consisted of many groups with their own identities 

(Kimball, et al., 1995). The confederate system was a product under specific spatial or 

geographical circumstances. It is problematic to claim the ancestral link between the 

Xiongnu and the Huns out of the resemblance of their political frameworks Moreover, the 

Hunnish kingship system was unclear due to the scanty and discontinuous descriptions. 

We can only assure that Attila possessed the superior power to be qualified as a real king. 
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The Hunnish leaders before him might only function as military leaders rather than divine 

kings like Attila did (Maechen-Helfen 1973, p. 270). Lastly, the slavery also did not 

account for the association between the Xiongnu and Huns because obviously this 

practice was highly related to nomadic economy, but not to archaistic affinity.  
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3.2 Economy 

Pastoral Nomadism 

The definition of ″pure″ nomadism given by Rudenko (1961) and Khazanov 

(1984) is a  mode of subsistence that characterizes ″extensive mobile stockbreeding, 

livestock management all year round with free-range grazing and without stables, and 

laying fodder for animals when most of the population periodically transmigrates with the 

flocks.″  However, in fact both economic structures of the Xiongnu and Huns had 

developed into so-called ″semi-nomadic pastoralism″ by which nomads drive their herds 

northward for summer pastures located in a certain latitude and they return to permanent 

settlements in the south during the winter (Lin 1986, p. 134 and Maenchen-Helfen 1973, 

p. 170). And in addition to animal husbandry, they also engaged in hunting, fishing, or 

sometime agriculture as subsidiary foodstuff.  

 Most of selected Xiongnu archaeological cemeteries in this paper were interred 

with numerous horse, ox, and sheep remains, indicating a dominated cattle-breeding 

society. Historical accounts also describe many Xiongnu-Han battles in which Chinese 

army captured hundreds of thousands of herds from the Xiongnu. Therefore, there is little 

doubt that flocks played the most important role in the Xiongnu economy.  

   The Hunnish graves were also unearthed considerable horse skeletons (see the 

section of cemetery), but few cattle or sheep. Ammianus (Book XXXI., 2, 3 and 6) stated 

that the Huns raised all kinds of animals and covered their hairy legs with goatskins. It is 

for sure that the Huns were pastoralist nomads like the Xiongnu, but this economic 

lifestyle was practiced throughout Eurasian steppe regions and can not be viewed as an 

ancestral connection between the Huns and the Xiongnu.  

Agriculture 

Historical evidence testifes the practice of farming in the Xiongnu society. In Shiji 

ch. 110 and Hanshu ch. 64 we read that Xiongnu stored huge amount of grains and also 

cultivated crops in the oasis areas. Furthermore, archaeological finds further support this 

perspective in terms of tools for plowing and tableware for crop eating. For example, we 

discovered iron plowshares both in Xigoupan (C1) and  Lvolga (B6), iron sickle in 

Lvolga, and  bone spoons and chopsticks in Cheremkhovo and Il’ Mova (B4 and B5). In 
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Noin Ula cemeteries, archaeologists found the seeds of crops and even grain residues 

inside ceramic vessels (Lin 1986, p. 137). Although some scholars argue that most 

agrarian tasks were carried out by Chinese captives, the Xiongnu civilians learned how to 

plow the fields to produce both fodders and food in case of sudden natural catastrophes 

(Pan 2007).   

 Compared with the Xiongnu, whether the Huns engaged in agriculture was quite 

ambiguous in terms of sparse archaeological discovery. Our Gothic informants denied 

any knowledge of farming among the Huns. Ammianus said that ″no one among them 

plows a field or touches a plow handle″ (Maenchen-Helfen 1973, p. 174). Claudian 

narrated that ″the chase supplies their food; bread they will not eat.″ Asterius of Amasea 

(350-410 AD), a bishop of Amasea, mentioned the Huns in the northern Black Sea who ″ 

have not learned to grow wheat and other grains.″ Archaeological excavations also failed 

provide any decisive evidence that is able to confirm the existence of agriculture in the 

Hunnish society (Maenchen-Helfen 1973, p. 174). However, some indirect discoveries 

might shed some light on this puzzle. An iron sickle, unearthed in a middle-Sarmatian 

grave (1st century AD) at Kalinovka on the left bank of the Volga, proved the agricultural 

practice among Sarmatians (Maenchen-Helfen 1973, p. 175). During this period, the 

Alanic tribes were the most powerful Sarmatians (Koryakova & Epimakhov 2007, p. 

250), and historically, the Huns conquered the kingdom of Alan in 374 AD. It is possible 

that the Huns were aware of agricultural skills through the interaction with Sarmatian 

tribes. Some graves (2nd to 4th century AD) from Kunya Uaz in Khwaren (east of Aral 

Sea) and on the upper Ob river yielded iron sickles along with deformed skull, a typical 

Hunnish convention (see the section of deformed skulls). Maenchen-Helfen (1973, p. 178) 

assumed that these tombs belonged to the Huns who learned how to till the soil from 

indigenous peasants.    

   Accordingly, the Huns did not inherit any agricultural knowledge from the 

Xiongnu. They probably acquired it from the Alans other local agricultural tribes they 

contacted with. In this regard, the Xiongnu were not culturally associated with the Huns 

since they possessed different formations of their individual agrarian experiences.  
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Settlement and Housing 

In Shiji ch.110, we learn that the Xiongnu lack any sedentary settlements, 

however it was not true (Ma 2005 and Pan 2007). Archaeological digs have yielded 

nearly twenty fortifications and hamlets across both Mongolia and the Lake Baikal 

regions (Ma 2005, ch.2). The most prestigious and well-studies settlement was Lvolga 

fortification where excavators discovered defensive ramparts, wooden pit-dwellings with 

heating devices, agricultural practice, as well as  furnace remains for iron smelting. All 

these indicated that the Xiongnu were aware of construction techniques and specialized 

metalworking (Pan 2007).   

 Pan (2007) suggests that the Xiongnu housing is comprised of two major groups. 

The yurt is a portable dwelling made by wooden framed topped with felt canopy, and it is 

a widespread residential application among Eurasian nomads. Archaeological finds 

indeed confirmed this style of building. A Xiongnu tomb in the Tsaraam Valley yielded a 

birchbark container that bore the drawing of a Xiongnu camp with carts and yurts 

installed on carriers (Fig. 26-4). Furthermore, a rock petroglyph in the Minusinsk Basin 

depicted many yurts in different sizes although we are uncertain if this rock carving was 

directly related to the Xiongnu (Fig. 124 and 125). In addition to the yurt, the Xiongnu 

also constructed log-dwellings, which can be revealed in the Lvolga site as well as rock 

engravings (Fig. 34, 124 and 125). 

The Huns, on the other hands, lack any permanent settlements and housings, but 

they did own certain types of dwellings, similar to those nomadic yurts (Maenchen-

Helfen 1973, p. 179).  Priscus described Attila’s tent during his diplomatic journey to the 

Hun land. He even mentioned that some Hunnish noblemen resided in wooden buildings 

(Priscus, p. 251 & 265).  Those houses, suggested by Thompson (1996, p. 112-115), 

might be constructed by either Roman or Gothic carpenters. As noted before, since yurts 

were used as residences among Eurasian nomads, it was not surprising to observe that 

both the Xiongnu and Huns shared the similar material culture regarding the residence.    

 

Trade 
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Cosmo (1994) asserts that nomadic mode of production is incapable of providing 

all basic necessities. In other words, nomads need to intensely trade with settled peoples 

in order to sustain domestic economy. They acquire what they desire in terms of peaceful 

commercial exchange as well as drastic raids against sedentary states. This is the main 

reason why we are able to perceive incessant conflicts either between the Han and the 

Xiongnu or between the Romans and the Huns. Both the Xiongnu and Hunnish rulers 

showed great enthusiasm in trading with farming inhabitants, so they always requested 

open trade markets as a condition in peaceful treaties with their enemies (see Lin 1986 

and Maenchen-Helfen 1973).  From the Xiongnu cemeteries, we observed many Chinese 

imports such as lacquerware, silk, grains, and mirrors (see Group B and Group C). In 

return, Chinese Dynasty demanded horses, jade, furs, and carpets. In the west, the 

Hunnish noblemen normally obtained luxury goods from Roman, such as exquisite 

vessels, gold, textiles, and weaponry (Maenchen 1973, p. 186-189). Roman merchants 

would like to gain horses and slaves from the Huns.  

Apparently, this commercial behavior was triggered by economic incentives that 

naturally happened between settled and steppe inhabitants. It is little thing to do with any 

cultural succession between the Xiongnu and the Huns.  
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3.3 Warfare 

Chinese historians kept emphasizing the Xiongu military advantage as mounted 

archers. The Maodun Chanyu was said to possess 300,000 mounted archers across the 

Xiongnu territory. The manpower of the Xiongnu mounted warriors came from their 

hunters and herders, who were already familiar with archery skills since their childhood. 

In Shiji ch. 110 we learn that ″Xiongnu children can use bows to shoot birds or rodents 

on the sheepback and when they grow older they are able to hunt rabbits and foxes.″ Also 

in another passage we read that ″ male adults, capable of drawing bows, will be included 

in the army as horsemen.″ Hence, the Xiongnu military organization was combined with 

their hunting and cattle-breeding industries.  Normally these warriors engaged in daily 

productive tasks, but during the wartime all of them could be immediately deployed in 

battles (Lin 1986, p. 137). Furthermore, feeble men, women, and slaves also took part in 

military movements by transporting logistics and building camps (Ma 2006, p. 53).   

 Shiji ch. 110 described the Xiongnu military tactics as ″ swift raids into towns or 

villages to gain booty and leaving before the arrival of enemies’ reinforcements.″ This 

was the main reason why the Han dynasty could not effectively eliminated those Xiongnu 

horsemen with great mobility until they decided to attack their headquarter in Mongolia 

to force them to fight face to face.  

 Both archaeological and historical evidence indicate that the Xiongnu riders used 

long- as well as short-distant weapons (Shiji, ch. 110).  The long-range weaponry refer to 

the prestigious reflex bows with bone, bronze, or iron arrowheads, and the short-range 

ones were daggers, one-edged swords, and short spears. A typical horseman would ride a 

horse equipped with bridles, armors, and saddles on which he holds a reflex bow with a 

dagger on his waist. Occasionally, he would wear the iron armor and probably the 

leather-made helmet and shield (Tian & Guao 2005).  

The Hunnish warfare was mostly described by Ammianus’ Book XXXI., 8-9, in 

which we conceive that ″they enter the battles in wedge-shaped masses, while their 

medley of voices makes a savage nose. And as they are lightly equipped for swift motion, 

and unexpected in action, they purposely divide suddenly into scattered bands and attack, 

rushing about in disorder here and there, dealing terrific slaughter; and because of their 
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extraordinary rapidity of movement they are never seen to attack a rampart or pillage an 

enemy’s camps. And on this account you would not hesitate to call them the most terrible 

of all warriors, because they fight from a distance with missiles having sharp bone, 

instead of their usual points, joined to the shafts with wonderful skill.″ Ammianus’ 

depiction about the military characteristics of the Huns pretty resembles what Chinese 

historicans said about the warfare of the Xiongnu. First of all, both of them were 

excellent mounted archers with amazing mobility to assault the enemies. And secondly, 

they barely attacked fortifications, but chose to ravage small towns and villages. In this 

respect, the Huns implemented the same military tactics as the Xiongnu did. 

However, these military likenesses between the Huns and Xiongnu were far more 

widespread over nomadic peoples. Historically, the Scythians and Parthians were also 

well-trained mounted archers (Hildinger 2001, p. 35), and the characteristic of swift 

movement can also been seen in those Sarmatian horsemen. It seems likely that the 

circuitous way of fighting aims to rob the booty as much as possible rather than to defeat 

the enemies. Thus, the similar military features are not because the Huns inherited 

archery techniques and military tactics from the Xiongnu, but because they are products 

under the nomadic society. Moreover, the Huns also utilized lassoes to noose enemies 

and long lances to crash their opponents (Maenchen-Helfen 1973, p. 238-239), which 

were total absent among the Xiongnu warriors.  

During their stay in Europe, the Huns contribute more of their wars to raiding 

Roman towns or insignificant cities to seize booty. However, when it comes to real face-

to-face campaigns with Romans, the Huns suffered a great number of causalities, such as 

battles happened in the Balkan (447AD), the Gaul (451AD), and the northern Italy 

(452AD).    

A really interesting perspective regarding the Hunnish warfare in Europe was 

suggested by Lindner (1981) who considered that warfare of the Huns relied heavily on 

infantrymen during the ruling of Attila. He pointed out that since the Huns inhabited in 

the west of Carpathian Mountains, the Hungarian Plain was the only pasture that could 

raise horses, but they could not sustain enough horsemen for large campaigns. This result 

turned out that Attila had to use infantry as the main component in his army during his in 
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major campaigns in the Balkans (447AD), Gaul (451AD), and northern Italy (452AD).   

Among those battles, the Hunnish warriors, now composed of foot soldiers, suffered a 

great number of causalities when confronting Roman infantrymen who were experts of 

face-to-face fighting. Furthermore, Lindner (1981) also notes that campaigns in Gaul and 

northern Italy happened during the summer season when the horses should be fed with 

fresh grass. It meant that the Hunnish troops must consist of infantry so they were able to 

wage a war in any season.  

Lindner’s viewpoint echoed some other evidence that account for foot-soldiers as 

the main force among the Attila’s Huns. Normally the Huns carried out their raids during 

wintertime when their horses could pass through the frozen rivers. The summer seasons 

may cause muggy lands in the forests and fast-flowing rivers, which would completely 

ruin the advantage of horsemen’s rapidity. Besides, Priscus (p. 233) informed us that 

during the siege of Naissus, the Huns brought their ″machines″ to besiege the circuit wall. 

They used beams mounted on wheels, upon which men stood who shot across at the 

defenders on the ramparts. There was also a machine called ″rams″, a wheel cart made of 

timber with a metal point suspended by slack chains to smash the wall away.  Overall, the 

Attila’s Huns were infantrymen equipped with formidable siege weaponry, which 

dramatically contradicted who we’ve known about the warfare of the Xiongnu.       
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Chapter 4:  Ethnohistoric Comparisions between the Xiongnu and Huns 
4.1 Social Conventions 

Ethnohistoric studies have shown both similarities and differences between the 

Xiongnu and Hunnish societies. Even among those similar customs, it is surprising to 

observe that none of them are only unique to the Xiongnu or to the Huns because we are 

able to discover other nomadic peoples who also practiced resembled traditions 

(Maenchen-Helfen 1945).  As a result, there is no one single social behavior that can 

serve as the valid evidence to culturally connect the Xiongnu with the Huns equation.    

Killing the elderly 

Claudian, a Roman poet who served for Emperor Honorius and the latter’s 

general Stilicho (between the turn of the 4th and 5th century), once commented that the 

Huns hold it ″a righteous act to swear by their murdered parents″(Maenchen-Helfen 1945, 

p. 236)..  Xiongnu, on the other hand, allowed the warriors to “eat nutritional food but the 

aged could only have what they left, especially in time of war (Shiju, ch.110).”   This 

concept of disregarding the old people is probably due to the warrior-centered 

characteristic of both Xiongnu and Hunnish societies. They needed to ensure sturdy 

fighters who were in charge of the security of the whole tribes. Furthermore, other 

nomads were not unfamiliar with this ritual practice. The Alans were said to ″enjoy the 

danger and warfare. There the man is judged happy who has sacrificed his life in battle, 

while those who grow old and depart from the world by a natural death they assail with 

bitter reproaches, as degenerate and cowardly″ (Amminanus Book XXXI, 2, 22). Another 

nomad, Saka, who were a Scythian-related people residing in today’s Kazakhstan during  

the 5th to 2nd centuries BC, slew the old men once they were incapable of working  

(Jettmar 1967, p. 171). Accordingly, it is not uncommon to observe many steppe groups 

who despised the elderly.  

The growth of beard 

Amminanus described that the Hunnish children “are deeply furrowed with the 

steel from their very birth, in order that the growth of hair, when it appears at the proper 

time, may be checked by the wrinkled scars, they grow old without beards and without 

any beauty, like eunuchs ( Book XXXI, 2, 2).” Also we read in Getica, 182 that Attila 



 

 127 

had a sparse beard. These two narratives contradict what archaeologists have found in 

Engel (F7) where yield two human-face sheet metal (Fig. 76-1 & 76-8). However, 

Maenchen-Helfen (1973, p. 282) suggested that they were likely to have an Iranian origin. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chinese chronicles lacked any description about the appearance of the Xiongnu 

except for a passage saying that a son of the Xiongnu local governor is 190cm in height 

with an austere look (Hanshu ch.68). Although some archaeological finds unveiled the 

mystery of the Xiongnu appearance, they seemed to contradict each other. While pictorial 

bronze plaques depict the Xiongnu warriors without the traces of beards (Fig. 134-1-4), 

Fig.134 Artifacts showing both beardless and bearded Xiongnu. 
Bronze plaques depicting beardless Xiongnu figurines (1-4): Xichagou, C2 (1-3); Shaanxi (4).  
Embroidery and sculpture portraying bearded Xiongnu (5-6): Noin Ula M5 (5); Xi’an (6). 

(1-4 from Tian & Guo 1986; 5 from Rice 1965, fig. 40). 
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an embroidery carpet with a human face from Noin Ula and a stone sculpture from the 

tomb of a Han general portray Xiongnu with either mustache or full beard (Fig. 134-5-6) 

This discrepancy might account for the complexity of the Xiongnu Empire which 

included varied customs of growing beards according to different tribes or clans (Ma 

2008). Given extent evidence, whether the Xiongnu were fully bearded or grew thin 

beards like the Huns cannot be determined.  

 

Marital Customs 

 Priscus informed us that “although he (Attila) had many wives, he was marrying 

her (his new wife) according to Scythian (ancient authors usually called the Huns as 

Scythians) custom (Priscus, p. 261).” Likewise, the Xiongnu also practiced polygyny but 

with more complicated codes. After their father died, the sons can marry their step 

mothers, or if their brothers passed away, they also can marry their sister-in-laws (Shiju 

ch.110). This custom is named levirate marriage and it was widespread among nomadic 

peoples such as Wusun, Avars, and Turks in eastern Steppe (Lin 1986, p. 178). Lin (1986) 

proposes that the meaning behind this ritual was to keep those female members inside 

paternal tribes so that they would not lose the alliance with the maternal clans.  As a 

result, both the Huns and Xiongnu practiced polygyny but this custom was not 

uncommon to other nomads.  

 

The Honor of Wine 

Priscus remarked that bestowing wine was a symbol of honor among the Huns in 

many occasions: 

Onegesius wife came to meet him (Attila) with a crowd of servants, some  
 carrying food and others wine, which is a very great honour amongst the  
 Scythians (p. 267). 
 We stood at threshold facing Attila, and as was the custom of the land, the wine 
 waiters gave us a cup so that we might make a prayer before taking our seats (p. 
 283) 

  
 It was the custom that he (Attila) not sit down until he had either tasted the wine 
 or drunk it all and had returned the wooden cup to the waiter. When he had sat 
 down, all present honored him in the same manner (p. 285). 
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 With Scythian hospitality each of those present stood up, handed us a cup full of 
 wine, after we had drunk, embraced and kissed us, and took back the cup (p. 289) 
 

Similarly, the Xiongnu Chanyu rewarded those warriors who decapitated the enemies 

with a cup of wine (Shiji, ch.110). Though the Xiongnu motivations of giving wine 

slightly differed from the Huns’, their basic rationale was out of homage to those 

important personages. 

The Favor of Orientation 

In Hunnish banquets the seats on the right of Attila was considered the most 

honorable and those on the left sides were less so (Priscus, p.285). On the contrary, the 

Xingnu reserved the left seats to those superior attendants (Shiji, ch.110). In this regard, 

they held an opposition custom of deciding which side was the most respectful.   

Music 

The Huns would chant their indigenous songs to praise their leaders or the 

greatness of their ancestors in warfare (Priscus, p.265 & 287), and the Xiongnu were 

renowned for their gracious folk songs, which were created from the observation of their 

local landscapes and nomadic life (Lin 1986, p.167). One of the Xiongnu subject tribes, 

Dingling, which herded in the area west of Lake Baikal, also loved to sing songs 

describing the steppe environment. As far as musical expression concerned, singing was a 

common convention shared by nomadic peoples.  

Dress 

Prsicus have noted that the Hunnish girls wore ″cloths of white linen ″ and servant 

girls were knitting ″coloured embroidery on fine linen to be worn as ornaments over the 

barbarian clothing″ (Prsicus, p.265 & p. 275). By comparison, the Xiongnu clothing from 

the Noin Ula tombs (see Fig. 48) show us that they wore hats, long tunics, and short 

trousers (might be underpants), both made of wool or imported silk. They also produced 

extraordinary embroidery work that presented a high level of craftsmanship (e.g. the 

carpets in Fig. 49). Therefore, basically the Huns and Xiongnu utilized different materials 

to weave their clothing and it was probably due to different geographical backgrounds. 
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The woolen garments are pretty common in cold or high-altitude of the Mongolia Plateau, 

but not in the flat Hungary Plain.  

Hairstyle 

When Priscus visited the Huns as an ambassador in 447 AD, he encountered a 

Greek who was converted into a Hun with ″good clothing and his hair clipped all around″ 

(Priscus, p. 269). Based on this piece of evidence, Maenchen-Helfen (1945a, p.237) 

claimed that the Huns would grow short hairs, which, however; contradicted what he 

quoted from Procopius’ Secret History ch. 7, verse 10 that ″the hair of their heads they 

cut off in front back to the temples, leaving the part behind to hang down to a very great 

length in a senseless fashion, just as the Massagetae do. Indeed for this reason they used 

to call this the Hunnish fashion.″ These discrepant depictions of Hunnish hairstyle may 

specify the mixed tribal components of the Huns among which some groups of members 

wore short hairs and some traditionally prefer to grow long hairdo.  

The hairstyle of the Xiongnu was even more complicated that the Huns in terms 

of diverse versions appearing in historical as well as archaeological finds. Ma (2008) 

suggests that the basic Xiongnu fashion was to comb the hair backward and let it hang 

down naturally, which was mentioned by several historical accounts (Huainanzi ch.11 

and Shiji ch.54). The bronze plaque from (Fig. 135-1) also illustrates this type of hairdo. 

At times, the Xiongnu would use threads to fasten their long hair. Nonetheless, short-hair 

style was also practiced by the Xiongnu based on the clay figurines with short hair like 

wearing watermelon skin (Fig. 135-2). Another variation can be detected in Noin Ula 

kurgans where excavators found numerous pigtails buried with the deceased (see Fig. 48-

6). The diversity of the Xiongnu hairstyle makes it difficult to precisely compare the 

Xiongnu fashion with the Huns’. Thus, we at best can state that the Huns might grow 

similar hairdos to the Xiongnu hair designs, but we are uncertain whether the Hunnish 

fashion descended from the Xiongnu or was independently developped.   
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Fig.135 Artifacts showing Xiongnu  hairstyle 
Bronze plaque depicting long-hair Xiongnu , from Shaanxi Province(1); Xiongnu clay 
figurines with short hair from Ordos (2). 

(1 from Tian & Guo 1986, p. 84, fig, 4; 2 from Ma 2005, p. 190). 
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4.2 Religion 

Shamanism is a primitive religious belief that carries out all across Eurasian 

Continent, mainly focusing on Volga areas, Siberia, Mongolia and Manchuria (Guo 2001, 

p. 2). Guo (2001) suggests that the basic philosophy of shamanism features that every 

tangible object has its own spirit which influences our physical world. Priests in 

shamanism, named shamans, serve as vehicles that communicate our world with spiritual 

beings in order to cure the illness, bless people, perform religious ceremonies, or give 

omens (Guo 2001).   Shamanism seems to have an oriental root because the word 

″Shaman″ originated from Tungus, a branch of Altaic languages and its meaning is 

awareness (Guo 2001, p. 35). 

 Historically, both the Xiongnu and Huns performed shamanic beliefs. Shiji, 

ch.110 said ″The Xiongnu Chanyu departs from his camp to worship the sun in the 

morning, and worship the moon at the sundown. He decides everything based on stars 

and the moon. If the moon is full, Chanyu will initiate an attack, and if the moon is weak 

(?), he will retreat.″ In Hanshu ch. 64 narrated that a Han surrendered general was set up 

by shamans to be killed as a human sacrifice. Before he died, he cursed the Xiongnu to be 

eliminated. Then, a series of snowstorms lasted a couple months causing enormous 

damages in the Xiongnu lands. Thus, Chanyu built a temple to worship that dead general. 

Also, chapter 96 in Hanshu mentioned that once Chanyu ordered shamans to bury remain 

of cows and sheep to hinder the march of the Han troops. 

 Likewise, the Huns also practiced shamanism in many ways. Jordanes (Getica 

196) said that Attila himself was ″a man who sought counsel of omens in all warfare″ and 

his shamans ″examined the entrails of cattle and certain streaks in the bones that had been 

scraped.″ This performance is similar to a prophetic ceremony that the diviners burn the 

shoulder bones of sheep to receive omens according to the cracks on bones (Guo 2001, p. 

274). Furthermore, during Priscus’ diplomatic visit in the Hunnish lands, a Hun told him 

that seers had foretold to Attila that his race would fall apart but his son Ernach would 

restore it again (Priscus, p. 289).  

 The shamanic customs are best demonstrated by unearthed goods in terms of 

intentionally broken mirrors, bronze cauldrons, costume appliqués, human figurines, and 



 

 133 

animal sacrifices. Since I will explore the details of those objects later, here I will only 

explain how these artifacts are associated with shamanism.  

 Both Xiongnu and Hunnish type cemeteries yielded the fragments of bronze 

mirrors, such as the sites in Mongolia, Transbaikal, and Hunnish graves.  Those mirrors 

seem to be deliberately destroyed probably due to the shamanic belief that mirrors 

possess some kind of spirits that would control their bearers (Guo 2001, p. 91-92). 

Bronze cauldrons also served an important ceremonial tool in shamanism because 

cauldrons were frequently accompanied by robed shamans wearing bird masks in the 

rock carvings (see fig. 120, 121, and 126). Some ornamental objects, such as bird-like 

headgear, bells, mirrors, belt buckles, represented the ability of the shamans (Guo 2001, p. 

445, 446, and 546), and these costume accessories frequently appeared both in the 

Xiongnu or Hunnish graves.  In addition, shamans would utilize idols as substitutes for ill 

people (Guo 2001). This cult can be supported by three dolls found in the Xiongnu tombs 

(Fig. 26-3).  The Huns seemed to worship the idols but in a different form. They buried 

sheet metal with the design of human faces (Fig. 76).    Finally, sacrificial animals were a 

typical shamanic practice, especially those burned sheep scapula for giving prophecy 

(Guo 2001).  

Shiji ch. 110 recorded three major gatherings of the Xiongnu: in January (all 

months mentioned here are based on lunar calendar), Chuyu assembles all ministers in his 

palace to discuss political affairs. In May they meet in the ″dragon city″ to worship their 

ancestors, the sky, the earth, the ghost, and the deity. In autumn, they gather in the forest 

to calculate Xiongnu populations and the number of their herds.  This passage may 

indicate that the Xiongnu construct altars for their ceremonies (Ma 2005, p. 95) The relic 

at Gaowadaobu (高瓦道布 , Fig. 136) in Mongolia was a square building with the 

remains of fence on both northern and southern sides. Curiously, this site lacked any 

dwellings for economic purposes such as houses, storage rooms, or workshop. There was 

only one large construction foundation inside, which was likely functioned as an altar. 

Though the Huns by far have not left any traces of ritual buildings, archaeologists 

discovered plenty of ritual deposits that contained gold or precious stone ornaments (see 

the section of cemetery for details).  
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To sum up, shamanism was implemented by the Xiongnu as well as the Huns. 

Their similar religious endowment corresponds to some particular material cultures, 

especially the use of bronze cauldrons and artistic creations. As we will see later, the 

Huns could be culturally connected with the Xiongnu based on those objects carrying 

shamanic meanings.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.136  Layout of Gaowadaobu 
From Wu 2008, p. 298, fig. 173. 
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4.3 Appearance 

Historical Perspectives 

 The appearance of the Huns was described by several authors but with slight 

confusion. Jordanes (Getica 127-128) commented that the Huns have ″a sort of shapeless 

lump, not a head, with pin-holes rather than eyes, short stature, broad shoulders, and 

firm-set necks.″ He also said that the Attila was ″short, with a broad chest and large head; 

his eyes were small, his bread sparse and flecked with grey, his nose flat and his 

complexion dark, which showed the signs of his origin.″ Maenchen-Helfen (1973 pp. 361) 

pointed out that the Huns also carried hairy legs. However, since the Huns were″a 

mixture of people″ (Priscus, p. 267), it is little use to investigate historical documents 

regarding the Hunnish appearance because we simply do not know whether those 

narratives covered all the Hunnish peoples, or just one or two specific cases. 

 On the other hand, only one passage in Chinese chronicles has ever described the 

appearance of the Xiongnu: ″Jin Midi (one of Xiongnu princes) is 190cm in height with 

an austere look (Hanshu, ch.68).″ Ma (2005, p. 186) contends that this rarity of literary 

records designated the resembled look between the Xiongnu and Chinese. When it comes 

to foreign peoples, Chinese chroniclers tended to document differences but neglect 

similarities. If the Xiongnu actually looked dramatically different from Chinese, 

historians would not miss this chance to score their appearance especially when the 

Xiongnu had ravaged tons of Chinese towns and villages. Indeed, if we compare the 

Xiongnu with other peoples living in the western regions (the Inner Asia), historical 

annals (Hanshu, ch.61 and 96,  Weishu, ch.102, Beishi, ch.97) describes the residents 

over there with deep eyes, high nose, and full beards. As a result, the scanty literary 

records concerning the Xiongnu appearance may indicate that there was nothing special 

about the look of the Xiongnu.      

   

Archaeological Aspects 

Archaeological finds practically contribute nothing to revealing the mystery of the 

look of the Huns. Although Three pieces of human-face accessories from 
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Engels/Pokrovsk were discovered, they seemed to descend from the Persia (Maenchen-

Helfen 1973, p282).  

 The appearance of the Xiongnu had been depicted in some artifacts. For instance, 

the stone sculpture (see Fig. 134-6) with the theme of horse stepping on a Xiongnu shows 

a face of small eyes and flat nose. Likewise, the Xiongnu warriors (see Fig. 134-1~3) 

portrayed on bronze plaques possess similar facial characteristics. The countenance of 

clay human figurines (see Fig. 135) resembles Chinese (Ma 2005, p. 189). Nonetheless, 

Lin(1986, pp.149-150) proposes that  the carpet from Noin Ula tomb 25, with a human 

image bearing blue eyes and prominent mustaches on the upper lip (Fig. 134-5 as well as 

a bronze plaque with two people wrestling, having high noses (Fig. 134-4 ).  I figure that 

since the Xiongnu is a confederate regime, they must be mixed up with a variety of tribes 

with different looks. Therefore, it is arduous to conclude the single representative facial 

appearance for the Xiongnu.  

 No matter what evidence we use to compare the appearance between the Xiongnu 

and the Huns, it turns out a failure because we could never investigate each tribe among 

their confederacies. However, at least this exploration once again testifies the tribal 

complexity both among the Xiongnu and the Huns.      
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4.4 Language 

Ancient authors frequently identified the name ″Huns″ with other barbarian 

peoples they did not know much about. Greek writers interchanged Scythians, 

Cimmerians, and Massagetae with the Huns; Byzantine historians mingled Huns with 

Scythians and Cimmerians, and occasionally with Magyars and Seldjuks; Syriac 

chroniclers recognized the Huns as Ostrogoths (Maenchen-Helfen 1945a and 1961).  

These contradicted parallels were motivated by the notion that first of all, there were no 

peoples their intelligent forbears had not known. Secondly, Roman soldiers would fear 

Huns as unknown enemies, and this conversion of names helped them realize that the 

Huns were known barbarians whom their ancestors once defeated (Maenchen-Helfen 

1961).     

In addition, this discrepant identity of the Huns might be also due to the diversity 

of the Hunnish populations who spoke different dialects. During Priscus’ diplomatic 

journey in the Hunnish territory, he noticed that ″being a mixture of peoples, in addition 

to their own languages they cultivate Hunnish or Gothic or (in the case of those who have 

dealings with the Roman) Latin. But none of them can easily speak Greek, except for 

those whom they have taken prisoners from the sea coasts of Thrace and Illyria (Priscus, 

p. 26).″ According to Maenchen-Helfen (1973), the Attila Huns used Germanic, Iranian, 

and Turkish names and  the sole known Hunnish word was strava, meaning ″funeral″, 

which had been considered as Slavic, Gothic, and Turkish. Since no Turkish speakers 

living in Europe antedated the invasion of the Huns during the 4th and 5th century AD, the 

Huns were probably responsible for those Turkish names. However, it is better to clarify 

that “Turkish languages” had not formed independent branch of Altai languages until the 

rise of Turks in Far East during the 6th century AD. Thus, precisely speaking the Huns 

might be Proto-Turkish in speech (Maenchen-Helfen 1973).  

Before exploring the language Xiongnu used, one should know the basic structures of 

Altai languages. The Altai languages can be classified into Turkic, Mongolic, and 

Tungusic languages and the biggest populations of each dialect are Turks, Mongolians, 

and Manchu. These three languages share considerable vocabularies due to long-term 

political as well as cultural integrations (Lin 1986, pp.153).  Traditionally, Chinese 



 

 138 

historians (Wang 1984, pp.583-606) considered that the Xiongnu were named differently 

during former periods. They were called Hunz-hou (葷粥) in Xia (夏) Dynasty(2200-

1800BC), Gui- fang (鬼方) in Shang (商) Dynasty (1800-1200BC), Xian-yun (獫狁) in 

Zhou (周) Dynasty( 1200-771BC), Rong- Di (戎、狄) in Spring and Autumn Period (春

秋, 770-476BC), Hu (胡) or Xiongnu in Warring States Period (戰國, 476-221BC).   This 

equation identified all ancient nomads living in the north of China as the ancestors of the 

Xiongnu.. Lin (1986, pp.4) attempts to link Hunz, Xian, Hu, and Xiong together and 

concluded that they had the same linguistic origin. By doing so, he assumes that the 

Xiongnu was a tribe that developed from former nomads, yet it is a postulation that can 

never be proved. 

However, historical records might shed some light on what language the Xiongnu 

speak.  In Beishi ch. 99 said that, ″Turks were probably another tribe of the Xiongnu.″ 

and ch. 98 mentioned that ″Gaoji (高車), its ancient name was Dingling (丁零) and its 

language was basically similar to the Chuban (悅般, a 5th century country in Xinjiang 

built by a tribe of the northern Xiongnu) with few variations.″ Ma (2006, p. 48) maintains 

that   Turks and Dingling were Turkish speakers and the Dingling once submitted 

themselves to the Xiongnu. Hence, it can be concluded that Xiongnu spoke a Turkish 

language or more precisely, a proto-Turkish since the Turks did not appeared before the 

6th century AD (Lin 1986, p. 154).  

While, from previous inferences, probably both the Xiongnu and the Huns were 

proto-Turkish speakers, there is no evidence to ensure that they spoke the identical proto-

Turkish language. Some scholars had attempted to prove their connections in terms of 

geographical, archaeological, or linguistic spheres, but none of them provided 

satisfactory frameworks.  

 

The Latin Map of St. Heronymus (or St. Jerome 340-420AD) 

Némäti (1910, pp352-369) proposed a Latin map preserved in the British 

Museum that showed the Huns adjacent to the Chinese Empire before they arrived in 

Europe by the late 4th century AD. This map, probably dated between (376-420AD), was 
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drawn by the church father St. Hieronymus based on a 7 BC Roman map and Agrippa’s 

Orbis pictus (62-12 BC). On this map, there was place marked a name ″Seres (China) 

oppidum″surrounded by the wall, and nearby the wall was drawn up a name Huniscite 

(Huniscythae: Hunnish Scythians).  Because the meaning of Seres was silk, Némäti 

identified Seres oppidum as China encompassed by the Great Wall. As a result, he 

concluded that ″the Latin writers therefore of the Xiongnu age had really heard of the 

Hun name and of the Chinese Great Wall, although they did not know their history″ 

(Némäti1910,p.358).  

Furthermore, Némäti presented some ancient tribal names that might be 

associated with the Huns. First of all, from Strabo’s Geography (18-23AD), he identified 

name ″Fauni″ neighboring China as the Xiongnu and it was assumed that Menander, the 

Greek King of Bactria, in 190BC) expanded his kingdom to the Seres and Fauni. Némäti 

also referred the Fauni to Fauni ficarii in Naturalis Historia (written by Pliny 77-79AD), 

which represented a deity of the forest. Besides, Jordanes (Getica, 122) used Spiritus 

immundi (unclear spirit) instead of Fauni ficarii to describe the origion of the Huns. 

Church father St. Heronymus translated evil spirit in the Gospel once by ″Spiritus 

immundi″, but three times by ″demonium.″ Hence, Némäti drew a conclusion that the 

folk-name of the Huns was Fauni, which equaled as Fauni ficarii as well as Spiritus, 

meaning the demons.  

Némäti (1910, p. 366) also suggested that China named the Xiongnu as Gui-fang 

(鬼方) in the Shang Dynasty. The character Gui bears the meaning of ghost or demon. As 

a result, Némäti claimed that historical heirdom of the Xiongnu belonged to the Huns 

based on devilish implications of their names. However, it is implausible to consider that 

all nomadic peoples before the Xiongnu were their ancestors. Némäti’s perspective, 

though quite interesting, cannot corroborate the Xiongnu-Hun equation.  

 

Sogdian Ancient Letters 

The Sogdian were the Iranian people who inhabited the area near today’s 

Samarkand in southern Uzbekistan (Henning 1948). Their merchants played an essential 
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role of the Silk Road between the 4th to 9th century AD and established colonies along the 

trade routes and even set up some commercial settlements in northwestern China.  

Archaeologists discovered several Sodgian letters and one of them documented 

the southern Xiongnu’s activity in China in the 4th century AD. According to Henning 

(1948), this letter was likely written by a Sogdian who resided in a town in Gansu, 

northwest China. He reported his supervisor in Samarkand that Luoyang (洛陽), the 

capital of Chinese Dynasty, was captured by the people ″xwn.″ Henning(1948) identified 

this catastrophic event as  the southern Xiongnu army who in 311 AD ravaged the capital 

of the Chinese West Jin(西晉) Dynasty (266-316AD). Therefore, xwn should be referred 

to the Xiongnu. He stated that ″ x, by origin the Aramaic heth, serves in Sogdian, a 

language devoid of the sound h, to represent not merely the indigenous x—voiceless 

guttural continuant—but also any kind of foreign h-sound. Thus xwn can be read as Hun 

or Hūn or Xun or Xūn (Hennign 1948, pp.615).″That is, the Huns recorded in the Sogdian 

letter was identical to the Xiongnu. However, he left w unsolved and did not explain why 

w can be phonetically understood as ū or u.   

Proto-Bulgarian Inscriptions 

(cited from Menges 1951) 

 The inscriptions were discovered near Trnova, the capital of the ancient Bulgarian 

kingdom. A name of Bulgarian ruler Omurtag (814-831) was inscribed, which gave a 

possible date no earlier than the early 9th century AD (Menges 1951). The engraved 

language included no only vulgar Greek of that era but also numerous non-Greek dialects 

representing titles and names. Menges (1951) believed that those texts belonged to the 

language spoken by Bulgars who migrated from the lower Volga and the northern 

Caucasus to the Balkan and central Bulgaria during the period of Hunnish expansion 

( 376-453AD). Menges called this dialect as proto-Bulgarian language, presumably 

related to Turkish languages. He found that many Bulgarian tribes bore the ending –

yovqol, which appeared in many tribal names of nomads in eastern Europe as well as 

western Siberia after the breakdown of the Hunnish Empire. This suffix seemed to be 

identical with –gir (or –jir, hir) within Tungus and Turkish speakers, carrying the 

meaning of tribal units or family clans (Menges 1951, p. 87). He considered that both 
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proto-Bulgarian as old Ṭăvaš-Turkic and Hunnish as Hunno-Turkic. Both of them were 

descendants of a common Altaic ancestor language, and they had already formed before 

the expansion of Turkic languages in the 6th cenutry AD Europe (Menges 1951, p. 89).  

 Menges’ research provides a clue to linguistically connecting the Xiongnu with 

the Huns. Ma (2006, p. 48) suggests that based on historical narratives, the Xiongnu 

adopted a form of ancient Altaic language, which ecchoes what Menge deduced that the 

Huns also spoke an old Altaic dialect. Accordingly, I consider that the ancestors of the 

Huns and the Xiongnu were relatives, or they were once a member of the Xiongnu 

confederacy.  
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Chapter 5: Material Culture  
5.1 Mirrors 

  During the 6th BC to the 7th centuries AD, bronze mirrors were widely spread all 

over the domains between Japan to the east and France to the west (Anke 1998, Rawson 

& Bunker 1990, and Egami 1935). Ancient mirrors varied in design and structure 

according to different regions or periods, so it is a difficult task to trace the origins of all 

types of mirrors and their mutual stylish relationships. In this section, I will concentrate 

on mirrors unearthed from the selected sites and also bring in some essential finds in 

other places.   

 In Group A, we encounter a mirror with a loop on the edge from A3 (Fig. 137-1) 

and the other one with deer handle from A10 (Fig. 137-2). This type of mirror with either 

zoomorphic or looped hafts was prevalent among nomadic peoples residing in the Altai 

regions, Tuva, the Minusinsk Basin, Transbaikal, and west of Mongolia during the 5th to 

3rd centuries BC (Fig. 137-3 to 12). Therefore, mirrors from A3 and A10 might be 

products that were imitated or imported pr from the north of the Ordos area (Wu 2008, 

p.193).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Fig. 137 Bronze mirrors during the 5th to the 3rd centuries BC 
LOCATION: Ordos (1~2); Altai (3-5); Tuva (6-8); Minusinsk Basin (9);  

Transbaikal  (10);Western  Mongolia (11-12). 
(From Wu 2008, fig.119 & 120). 
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Mirrors from Group B-E indicate increasing trade networks between the Xiongnu 

and Chinese settlers. Handled mirrors from Group A almost vanished except for one 

specimen from E3 (Fig. 68-2), and mirrors during the Xiongnu era were exclusively 

Chinese imports with loops on the back of the center and the motifs associated with 

Chinese cosmology. Xiongnu sites in Transbaikal (Fig. 26-1, Fig. 31-5-8, Fig. 32-5-7, 

and Fig. 35-18), Mongolia (Fig. 46-7), northeast China (Fig. 51-16), Ordos (Fig.57-

10),Ningxia (Fig. 59-2), and Xinjiang (Fig. 66-7), have yielded a huge quantity of Han 

mirrors, which  echoed a historical narrative that Xiongnu Chanyu particularly favored 

Chinese merchandise, which stimulated prosperous trade markets nearby the Great Wall 

(Shiji, ch.110).  

 It is worth noticing that all mirrors from Group B-E are fragments except for the 

finds from C2 (Fig. 51-16) and E2 (Fig.66-7). Guo (2001) asserts that those mirrors were 

intentionally smashed based on shamanic conventions. Shamanism believes every object 

has a soul that would control those dead people without souls. As a result, grave goods 

require to be destroyed in order to be used by the dead (Guo 2001, p.90). Furthermore, 

mirrors in Shamanism also serve as decorations of shamanic costumes. The ability of a 

shaman is measured by how many mirrors are hung on her dress (Guo 2001, p. 546).  

 In sum, before the third century BC hafted mirrors prevailed among pre-Xiongnu 

nomads and during the era of the Xiongnu Empire, Chinese mirrors became dominant as 

popular imports as well as grave goods in the Xiongnu burials.    

 The decline of the Xiongnu Empire roughly began in the first century AD and it 

was rumored that the northern Xiongnu fled to the west and became the Huns in the late 

four century AD. If the Xiongnu did make this three hundred year migration, they would 

first contact with late Sarmatian tribes (2nd-4th centuries AD, see Smirnov (1947) for the 

dating of Sarmatian culture) who resided in eastern Europe (mainly the Don, Volga, 

southern Urals) before entering Europe. As a result, it is crucial to examine Sarmatian 

mirrors to see if their mirrors were influenced by the northern Xiongnu.  

 According to Anke (1998), late Sarmatian mirrors can be divided into three 

groups: imported Han mirrors with central loops, Han mirror replicas with short, looped 

hafts, and replicas of Han mirrors without handles (Fig. 138). The last two types of 
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mirrors have been confirmed to be ingenious products with an average diameter around 5 

cm. Because before late Sarmatian period archaeologists did not discover any Chinese 

mirrors from Sarmatian graves, it is likely that the presence of Han mirrors might be 

brought by the westward Xiongnu who made their journey by the first century AD (Wu 

2008, p. 319). However, I think that those Chinese mirrors in late Sarmatian graves might 

also be acquired from those central Asian merchants (like Sogdians) along the Silk Road.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bronze mirrors during the Hunnish era, with the Sarmatian type with central loops, 

began distributing over the eastern and central Europe, occasionally in the western 

Europe. I consider that the popularity of bronze mirrors in Europe might be associated 

with the expansion of the Hunnish Empire. As shown in Fig. 139, the areas around the 

Hungarian Plain were the most condense locations of Sarmatian mirrors, and we know 

that the master of Hungary at that time were the Attila’s Huns.   On the contrary, the 

eastern Europe (the Don, Volga, and southern Urals in particular) where the majority of 

Sarmatian mirrors were unearthed in the preceding period merely yielded few specimens 

nearby the northern Caucasus Mountains during this time. This fact probably implies that 

the Huns crumbled the reign of Alans in the Don and Volga River, but they adopted 

Fig.138 Bronze Mirrors during the Late Sarmatian Time 
GROUP: Han mirrors(1-7); Hafted Replicas (8-13): Looped Replicas (14-17).   

(1-7, 10,13,16, and 17from Гугуев &Трейстер 1995;  
8-9, 11-12, and 14-15 from Kimball., et al. 1995, p. 158, fig. 24).  
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Sarmatian mirror types and disseminated this Sarmatian legacy all over the Europe during 

the Hunnish westbound invasion between the late 4th to mid-5th centuries AD.  

 
 

 

However, mirrors during the Hunnish expansion had their own styles, which can 

be classified into seven groups shown in the Table 1 in terms of particular decorations 

(Anke 1998, p.17-30).  The map (Fig. 139) indicates that Type I mirrors were the most 

widespread product in Europe, especially in central and western Europe. Type III mirrors 

with star-formed beams first appeared in the northern Caucasus and were later brought by 

the Huns and Avars to the Danube and Carpathian regions between mid-5th  and the 7th 

centuries AD (Anke 1998, p.30). As a result, the Huns did not seem to possess their own 

style of mirrors, but merely reproduced or directly adopted Sarmatian mirrors.  

Since the majority of bronze mirrors during the Xiongnu period belonged to 

Chinese type, the only feasible method to investigate whether mirrors during the Hunnish 

time carried any traces of Chinese influence. In Figure 140, I selected two Type I mirrors 

to compare with a Han mirror dated around the first century BC. The Han mirror with the  

Fig.139 Map indicating the distribution of bronze mirrors during during the late 4th to 
the end of 6th centuries  AD 
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  Table.1. European Mirrors during the late 4th to the end of the 6th centuries AD 

Type Characteristics Specimens 

   

 

  

          

I 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
1. two concentric 
circles, one near the 
central loop and the 
other near the edge of 
the mirror. 
2. radiated 
embossments between 
two circles.           
 
                                       
 
  (see Fig. xxx for individual proveniences ) 

II 

                     
Three concentric 

circles 
  

                                  Gherăseni / Csorna / Kislovodsk-Lermontovskaja / Alt-Uppsala 

III 

                                       
Radiated embossments 
in the from of stars 

    
                                                           Csökmő / Kranj 

             

IV 

 

                                       
Multiple asymmetric 
circles 

  
Siebenbürgen / Saint-Sulpice 

         V 
Radiated beams 
without concentric 
circles  

                                                    Balatonhidveg / Mödling 

       VI 
Plain designs without 
any circles and 
sometimes without 
central loops  

                                                             Krivina / Marchegg 

Unknown 

 

Unidentifiable 

  
             Bad Deutsch-Altenburg / Vranja / Viminacium-Burdelj / Stráže / Brateiu 

(Cited from Anke 1998) 
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striped border was adorned with inscriptions as well as a small disc around the central 

knob from which eight short lines radiated (Fig. 140-3).   The Type I mirror from 

Viminacium (Fig. 140-1) possesses similar ornaments to the Han mirror except for 

Chinese inscriptions and the striped rim. Whereas, the other Type I mirror from 

Balatonhidveg (Fig. 140-3) does bear the striated design. Another example of mirrors 

from Hunnish era also reveals Chinese influence.  In Fig. 141, I chose Type III star-

formed mirrors (Fig.141-1-2) to contrast with several Han mirrors with arcs forming 

multiple stars (Fig. 141-3-4). Type III mirrors seemed to only imitate the inner rings of 

Han mirrors whose star-shaped patterns tend to be smoother and do not touch the inner 

concentric circle, but their other designs are resembled. In addition, I accidentally 

glanced at a bronze mirror from Inner Mongolia in the book ″內蒙古長城地帶.″ This 

specimen (Fig. 142-2) looked exactly the same as the Type II mirror from Alt-Uppsala 

(Fig. 142-1), but because the book did not document any specific date of this Inner 

Mongolia mirror, I was incapable of making any conclusion about their affinity.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.141 Comparison between European 
and Han mirrors part II 
SPECIMEN: Mirror from Csökmő (1); 
Mirror from  Kranj (2); Han Mirror (3); 
Mirror from D2 (4). 
(1 & 2 from Anke 1998; 3 from Rawson & 
Bunker 1990, p.246, fig. 165; 4 from 
Archaeological Team of the CPAM 1979)   

Fig.142 Comparison between mirror 
finds in Europe and Inner Mongolia 
SPECIMEN: Mirror from Alt-Uppsala 
(1); Mirror from Inner Mongolia (2). 
(1 from Anke 1998; 2 from Egami 
1935, P. 168, fig. 99-1)   

Fig.140 Comparison between European and 
Han mirrors part I 
SPECIMEN: Mirror from Viminacium (1); Han 
Mirror(2); Mirror from  Balatonhidveg (3). 
(1 & 3 from Anke 1998; 2 from Rawson & 
Bunker 1990, p.244, fig. 163)   
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I already mentioned that Chinese mirrors or duplicate Chinese mirrors were not 

uncommon during the late Sarmatian Period, and thus the Huns, who absorbed material 

culture of those Sarmatian tribes they conquered, were likely to preserve some Chinese 

elements in their mirror décor. Accordingly, we seem to encounter a dilemma when 

trying to ascribe the presence of Chinese mirrors to the Xiongnu refugees from the east 

because if it cannot be certain that the Xiongnu played a role of mediators who 

transported Chinese mirrors between the Far East and late Sarmatian regions during the 

2nd to the 4th centuries AD, we should not expect to affirm how solid it would be to state 

that mirrors between the late-4th and 5th centuries AD would have anything to do with the 

Huns.   Consequently, the Huns did use mirrors with Chinese appliqué but under current 

archaeological finds, they adopted them from the Sarmatians not the Xiongnu.       
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5.2 Arrowheads 

 Most of arrowheads from Group A (Fig. 143) were made of bronze with three 

types. Type A arrowheads are designed with the triangular cross section, such as those 

from A1, A7, and A8.  Type B is three-winged arrowheads with the perforations on the 

ends, such as examples from A4, A7, and A9. The three-edged arrowheads with the 

shafts belong to the last type.  

  

 

 

 

During the Xiongnu era, bronze arrowheads declined in quantity and were 

replaced by iron arrowheads.  In addition to those three types of arrowhead prevalent in 

preceding time, new designs of this long-range weapon appeared to witness various 

nomadic tastes of weaponry. In Fig. 144, we can observe that Type A and Type B were 

still in use, but Type C underwent significant changes in terms of the style of the blades. 

The blades first gradually extend outwards from the ends of three-winged arrowheads, 

and when passing through the middle of arrowheads, the blades suddenly shrink inwards 

in almost 90 degree angle (Fig.144-17, 19, 20, 21, and 24). This new creation exclusively 

prevailed over the northern Mongolia (B7) and Transbaikal (B4~B6).  Type D 

arrowheads tend to have the oval cross section but vary in designs. For instance, the 

assemblage (Fig. 144-27) from the Lvolga settlement (B6) possesses unique leave-shaped 

blades that have not found any parallels from other contemporary Xiongnu 

archaeological sites. Likewise, Xigoupan (C1) yielded a shovel-like arrowhead that is 

exclusively absent in other cemeteries during the Xiongnu epoch.  

 Furthermore, arrowheads with small perforations (Fig. 144-12 and 13) would 

generate resonant sound when they are shot. This type of weapon might be identified as 

the ″whistle arrowhead″ invented by the Xiongnu (Ma 2005, p. 78). In Shiji, ch.110, we 

read that Maodu Chanyu ordered the production of whistle arrowheads that functioned as 

a signal to lead the army.    

Fig.143 Bronze Arrowheads from Group A 
Type A: A 1(1); A7 (2): A8 (3). 
Type B: A7 (4); A9 (5); A4 (6).  
Type C: A9 (7); A7 (8); A10 (9).  
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 Arrowheads during the Hunnish period were exclusively made of iron, which 

contradicts what Ammianus informed us of Huns’ weapon: ″They fight from a distance 

with missiles having sharp bone″ (Book XXXI., 2, 9).  In Fig. 145 iron three-bladed 

arrowheads with shafts were dominated over my selected sites except for some specimens 

with rhombic (Fig. 145-15), leaf-like (Fig. 145-16-17), or triangular cross sections (Fig. 

145-18). While based on previous discussion, we are aware that the Xiongnu also 

adopted three-edged arrowhead, arrowheads in Europe had its own developing history. 

The bronze three-winged arrowhead in central Europe first appeared during the 6th to the 

5th centuries BC, probably invented by Scythians (Anke 1998, p. 65).  After that iron 

three-edged arrowheads had formed during the 4th to the 3rd centuries BC in central Asian 

and eastern Eurasian steppe (Ibid., p. 66). Although iron three-bladed arrowheads were 

widely used during the first century BC in the East, not until the first century AD did 

archaeologists found the first iron specimen in a Roman camp in central Europe (Ibid., p. 

66).  

 In addition, iron tanged three-winged arrowheads already existed during the 

middle and late Sarmatian Periods (Fig. 146). When comparing the Xiongnu, Sarmatian, 

and Hunish arrowheads together, one can detect that the last two groups possess similar 

 

Fig.144 Arrowheads from Group B~E 
LOCATION: B3(8 and 14) B4 (15-18) B5 (19-20) B6(1,2,3,9,21,22,and 27) B7 (23-24) C1(7, 29, 
and 29) C2 (12-13) D1 (6,25,and 30) E2 (4,26,and 31). 
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attributes in terms of narrow shafts and sharp points. From the morphology of arrowheads, 

the Huns did not seem to be archaeologically associated with the Xiongnu.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.145 Arrowheads during Hunnish era
Location: F5 (1); F8 (15); F9 (2); F14 
(3~5); F17 (6~7); F18 (8); F19 (9~10); 
G15 (16); G16 (17); G17 (11); G19 (12); 
G30 (13); G31 (14). 

Fig.146 Arrowheads during Sarmatian Period  
(1 from Kimball., et al. 1995, p. 140, fig. 4; 2 from p. 
156, fig. 18) 
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5.3 Headdresses 

 From A12 and A14 we encounter two Xiongnu gold headwear featuring highly 

flamboyant zoomorphic motifs. The one from A12 (Fig.16-1&-2) consists of a top piece 

with a raptor standing on a hemispherical plate and a gold circlet with animal heads. The 

headdress from A14 (Fig.147-1) depicts a beaked ungulate with curved animal style of 

antlers. Both of A12 and A14 specimens symbolize the omnipotent power of tribal 

leaders (Wu 2008, p. 218). At the Pazyryk Kurgans near the Altai Mountain, 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Another example of headdress came from C1 (Fig.50-1) where the headgear is 

ornamented with sheet gold, gold-edged shells as well as various beads. This sited dated 

approximated the early 2nd century BC, and after that none of the Xiongnu headwear had 

been found in archaeological relics.   

 The headgears during the Hunnish period were well-known as ″Diadems″, a type 

of the crowns made of gold and bronze basis (Maenchen-Helfen 1973, p.297). The early 

forms of diadems (Fig. 148) might originate from 

Scythian crowns and Sarmatians, 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.147 Graphs showing the similarity 
of zoomorphic motifs between the 
Ordos and the Altiac art 
 (1 from Wu 2008, p. 218, fig.138-2; 2 
from p. 219, fig.139-5)  

archaeologists found a headdress (Fig. 147-2) made 

of wood and leather which were adorned with a 

creature of the elongated, griffin-like antlers, similar 

to the one from A14 (Fig. 147-1) The use of such an 

outlandish zoomorphic iconography probably 

implies certain affiliation between the Ordos tribes 

and Altaic groups. 

(Anke 1998, p. 31 & Kazanski 2005, p. 34). 

During the four century, a new variation of 

gold diadems suddenly appeared, 

corresponding to the emergence of the Hunnish 

Empire, and went extinct right after the 

collapse of the their reign in Europe (Anke 

1998, p. 32).  

Fig.148 Scythian and Sarmatian 
diadems 
(1 from Artamonov 1969, fig.25; 2 
from Anke 1998, Taf. 22-4). 
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This coincidence makes the diadems the most representative indicators of the Hunnish 

culture. 

Unlike the Xiongnu headgears with animal-style, the Hunnish diadems (Fig. 149) 

were generally composed of gold sheet, mounted on bronze plates, with highly decorated 

precious stones (including garnet, almandine, amber, carnelian, and topase) or glass 

inlays.  Diadems were cast in single or three bands, sometimes with the addition of top 

pieces.  On the edges of the diadems we found small rivets for attaching to leather or 

cloth bands. The specimen from F1 (Fig. 70-2) is an exception made of the silver disc 

decorated by gold wires, which is quite different from typical Hunnish diadems. 

Furthermore, Archaeologists postulate that the design of stone  on the Hunnish diadems 

probably mimicked Sarmatian type of diadems dated approximately the third century AD; 

however, the elongated, rectangular sheet gold of the Hunnish headgears have by far 

failed to meet any matches (Anke 1998, p.32).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.149 The Hunnish diadems during the 4th and 5th centuries AD 
(from Anke 1998, Taf. 23~29, and 110). 
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Fig. 150 demonstrates the distribution of the Hunnish diadems (Fig. 149) in terms 

of different attributes. First of all, we can observe that the majority of diadem finds were 

unearthed in eastern Europe or central Asia with only two exceptions from Hungary. This 

phenomenon seems to be consistent with Prscuius’ narratives about the occupation of the 

Huns in the areas of Pannonia, today’s Hungary.  Next, although since Scythian times the 

diadem had been long regarded as the emblem of omnipotent power of kingship (Anke 

1998, p. 31), the data show that the Hunnish diadems could be wore by male or female 

owners (Fig. 150-2). Whether gold diadems were manufactured in single or three sections 

is not associated with geographical variations (Fig. 150-3) We are able to detect three-

piece diadems both in central Europe and central Asia. The last thing about Hunnish 

diadems is the granulated design.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.150 Map showing distribution of Hunnish diadems. 
Spatial distribution (1); Sex (2); Structure (3); Granulation decor (4) 

(Data sources: Anke 1998, p.31-41) 
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The Map also reveals that granulated diadems exclusively occur in the west of the 

Dnieper River except for a sample from Romania, which may indicate different types of 

the markup among the Huns between the eastern and western sides of the river (Fig. 150-

4).   
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5.4 Reflex bows 

 The reflex bow is a bow that ″when unstrung it is curved in the reverse direction 

to that which it would assume when braced″ (Mc Ewen 1977, p.190). This type of long-

range weapon had been used throughout Eurasian nomads who developed it in a variety 

of ways suitable for shooting from the horseback (ibid., p.188). According to Mc Ewen 

(1977), the upgraded relfexed bows, also called composite bows, are made of wooden 

bodies, horn or bone reinforcements, and sinew strings. The unstrung length of reflex 

bows is about 101.5 to 127.5 cm, relatively shorter than normal wooden bows of 180 cm 

or more. Longer bows need the archers to stand on their feet in order to perform the best 

shooting; however, mounted archers require shorter reflex bows in order not to hinder the 

swiftness of horse riding.  

     Shiji, ch.110 recorded that the Xiongnu warriors were the best mounted archers 

and since childhood they were trained to shoot small animals from the backs of sheep. 

However, historical accounts did not tell us about what their bows looked like and how 

they produced them. Archaeological finds already shed some light on the Xiongnu bows 

although there were few of them. In A3, B3, B6 and E2 (Fig. 151-1-4) we discovered 

bone strips that served as reinforcements for the ear of bows when bows were drawn.  

These devices were able to increase the flexibility of bows and allowed bowmen to shoot 

with heavy arrowheads of great penetrated power. However, it cannot say that the 

presence of bone strips represent the use of reflex bows because some long bows were 

also supported by bone reinforcements. 

 Fortunately, some other evidence provides the images of reflex bows during the 

Xiongnu era. The Large Petroglyph at the Argoa Mountain in the Minusinik Basin 

(Fig.151-5) depicts a foot archer shooting with a reflex bow. Although we are not certain 

that the rock engraving was created by the Xiongnu tribes, at least it proves that reflex 

bows were in use around the neighboring areas of the Xiongnu.  In addition, a gold 

horizontal B-shaped belt plaque from Siberian collection of Peter I, Hermitage (Fig.151-6) 

illustrates a mounted hunter targeting a boar with a reflex bow. Despite its lack of 

specific provenance, the structure of the plaque was similar to those found with 

horizontal B shape at Xichagou (Fig.51-13-15). Consequently, this gold plaque might be 
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created or influenced by the Xiongnu. Finally, two bone belt buckles from Orlat, near 

today’s Samarkand portrait battle and hunting scenes in which the mounted warriors were 

armed with reflex bows (Fig.151-7). The Orlat plates, dated the 1st to 2nd centuries AD, 

were considered as the products of central Asian nomads (Ilyasov & Rusanov 1997/98, p. 

130).     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the western part of the Eurasian steppe, Scythians were first mounted warriors 

prestigious for their use of short, curved bows without bone strips (Anke 1998, p. 57 & 

Mc. Ewen 1977, p. 193). During the late Sarmatian Period, bone strips made their 

appearance along with large iron arrowheads in the graves (Fig. 152-2). When entering 

the Hunnish epoch, the Huns were the most formidable mounted archers, which have 

been verified by both historical as well as archaeological records. Goths had foot archers, 

but they never master shooting on the horseback (Maenchen-Helfen 1973, p. 227). Even 

if Gepids, one of the closest allies of the Huns, did not bury any bone strips with their 

dead (ibid., p. 227). Although the discovery of bone plates in central or eastern Europe 

might be responsible for the Hunnish influence, we cannot exclude other factors from 

Fig.151 Associated finds of the Xiongnu reflex bows 
Xiongnu bone strips (1-4); large petroglyph (5); gold belt plaque with 
mounted archer carrying a reflex bow (6); bone plates depicting warfare and 
hunting scenarios (7). 
(6 from Jettmar 1967, p.195, fig. 126; 7 from Ilyasov & Rusanov 1997/98, 
plate. IV).  
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Near East (Fig. 152-1) where archaeologists also found bone plates in Parthian and 

Sasanian-related sites (Ibid., p. 228).   

 F5, F14, F17, F18, G17, and G31 (Fig. 152-3-8) yielded slightly curved bone 

strips, which were occasionally accompanied by iron quivers (Fig. 152-9-11). Hunnish 

bows feature sumptuous sheet gold fittings coated on the bows. Specimens from F7, G24, 

G28, G30 (Fig. 152-12-15) showed extraordinary sheet gold ornaments of bows. This 

type of bows was probably used for some kind of ceremonial purpose rather than 

practical function because most of them were from ritual deposits (Anke 1998, p.62-65).  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To conclude, I would like to point out that bone plates are devices for increasing 

the resistance against the strains of drawing a bow, but they do not testify the use of the 

reflex bows. Given that those images of reflex bows discovered nearby the Xiongnu 

cultural zone (Transbaikal, Mongolia, Ordos, and Xinjiang), the Xiongnu were highly 

likely to be equipped with reflex bows. On the contrary, we are incapable of precisely 

Fig.152 Bows of the Huns and other groups 
Sasanian silver plate depicting a mounted archer (1); bone strips during the late Sarmatian time 
(2); Hunnish bone strips (3-8); iron quivers (9-11); sheet gold fittings of Hunnish bows (12-
15).  
(1 from Maenchen-Helfen 1973, p.229, fig. 7; 2 from Kimball., et al. 1995, p. 156, fig. 18). 
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reconstructing the Hunnish bows to confirm if they are indeed reflex bows. As a result, 

the Xiongnu-Hun equation cannot be determined based on the adoption of reflex bows.  

Even though archaeologists are able to discover intact Hunnish reflex bows in future, we 

still cannot ensure that those bows were inherited from the Xiongnu craftsmanship of 

making bows since reflex bows were so widespread over the Eurasian continent.        

Nonetheless, the sudden advent of bon strips in the late Sarmatian graves 

probably indicate a certain new element of material culture that began entering the 

eastern Europe during the second to fourth century AD. I think that this innovation of 

bone plates might account for the eastern nomads who migrated to the west.   
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5.5 Cemeteries  

Burial Type 

 Cemetery sites in Group A, adjacent to the Ordos Plateau, contain three types of 

burial structures in terms of the use of coffins and orientation of the deceased (Tian & 

Guo 2004). The first is the north-oriented tombs without the presence of coffins, which 

can be represented by  those found at Taohongbala (A1),Xigoupan (A9), and Hulusitai 

(A10). The second style of graves characterizes east-west orientation with the absent of 

coffins, testified by burial finds at Guoxianyaozi (A3), Yinniugou (A4), and Maoqinggou 

(A7). The third category belongs to those north-oriented graves surrounded by two layers 

of wooden coffins at Yinniugou and Maoqinggou. Tian & Guo (1986, p. 304) maintains 

that the coexistence of east-oriented and north-oriented graves at Yinniugou and 

Maoqinggou account for two different groups inhabiting in those areas. The former 

graves belonged to nomadic tribes who customarily performed animal sacrifices. The 

latter were Chinese burials featuring the application of wooden coffins and some Chinese 

grave goods, such as garment hooks, ornamental beads, and wheel-made ceramics.   

 Except for discrepancies as stated above, those nomadic burials actually have 

some attributes in common. The majority of them are singly-buried rectangular pits with 

the deceased laid out in a supine position and their limbs extended. Sacrificial animals, 

primary skulls or hooves of horses, oxen, or sheep, are place above the heads of the dead, 

or sometimes inside the niches. Ceramics vessels are also frequently positioned beside 

the skulls of corpses. Though we do not possess sufficient evidence to claim that the 

owners of burials in Group A were the Xiongnu, some collective burial idioms (e.g. pit-

graves, animal sacrifices, singly interment, and supine position) were indeed inherited by 

the following Xiongnu cemeteries in Group B-E.  

 Tombs in Group B to E consist of the diversity of funeral customs (see Table. 2) 

that reflect chronological differences, regional characteristics, social status, and 

complexity of the Xiongnu confederacy (Wu 2008, p. 295). They can be classified into 

nine types based on architectural frameworks as well as the configurations of coffins 

(Tian & Guo 2006, p. 474-475 and Ma 2005, p. 20).   
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Table.2 The attributes of the Xiongnu cemeteries 

Type Burial Structure Marks on 
Surface Coffin Date Example 

1 rectangular pit none none 2nd BC-1st 
AD 

C1, D1 (Fig. 
56), & B6 

2 rectangular pit none one-layer wooden coffin 2nd ~1st BC C3 (Fig. 52) & 
B6 (Fig. 37) 

3 rectangular pit none two-layer wooden 
coffins 

2nd BC-1st 
AD 

B6 (Fig. 39) & 
C4  

4 rectangular pit none stone slabs 1st AD C4 & 
  B6 (Fig. 41)

5 rectangular pit with 
flanked recess none one-layer wooden coffin 2nd -1st BC C3 (Fig. 53) 

6 kurgan with flanked 
recess stone piles none 1st AD E2 (Fig. 64) 

7 kurgan stone piles none 2nd BC-1st 
AD 

B1 (Fig. 24-2) 
& B3 

8 kurgan stone piles one-layer wooden coffin 1st BC -1st 
AD 

B4, B5, & E2 
(Fig.61) 

9 kurgan stone piles two-layer wooden 
coffins 

1st BC -1st 
AD 

B1 (Fig. 21), 
B4 (Fig.30),  

B5, & B8 

10 kurgan stone piles stone slabs 2nd BC-1st 
AD 

B1 (Fig. 24-1), 
B3, & E2 
(Fig.63) 

11 kurgan stone piles one-layer wooden coffin 
encircled by stone slabs

2nd BC-1st 
AD 

B3 (Fig. 28), 
B4, & B7 

12 Square kurgan with 
stone structures stone piles threefold wooden coffins 1st BC -1st 

AD 
B2 (Fig. 25) &
 B7 (Fig. 45) 

13 Kurgan with stone 
structures  stone piles One-layer coffin 2nd -1st BC B3 

14 brick mound none two-layer wooden 
coffins 2nd -3rd AD D2 (Fig. 58) 

15 rectangular pit 
sealed by brick wall none two-layer wooden 

coffins 2nd AD D3 (Fig. 60) 

16 Kurgan stone piles wooden stretcher 1st -2nd AD E2 (Fig. 62) & 
E3 (Fig. 67) 

 

  Though such a long list of the Xiongnu burial types looks overwhelmingly 

formidable, some of them were products of foreign influences rather than the mainstream 

of the Xiongnu cemetery customs. Those grave with flanked recesses (Type 5 & Type 6), 

situated in the west China, had been performed by those nomadic peoples since 500 BC 

(Tian & Guo 2006, p. 477). Thus apparently after the Xiongnu conquered that area, the 

indegineuous tribes still preserved their original burial tradition. Furthermore, graves 

equipped with wooden stretchers have not been seen in anywhere else but at 
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Chawuhugoukou (E2) and Beriktas (E3), dated around the 1st to 2nd centuries AD after 

the collapse of the Xiongnu regime. Ma (2005, p 19) proposes that E2 was the residence 

of the northern Xiongnu refugees who latter migrated to E3. However, they differentiate 

with each other in some ways. E2 (M 18) was a singly buried tomb with a low burial 

mound as opposed to E3 (K1) with a giant tumulus and two corpses. We probably can 

rule out the factor of different social hierarchies because both graves yielded poor grave 

goods. As a result, the reasons caused by the different burial constructions of E2 and E3 

might be due to cultural assimilation between the Xiongnu and local inhabitants, or these 

two sites were occupied by other groups historians were unaware of. Another non-

mainstream type is the brick mound at D2. Brick-built burial chambers were popular 

funeral customs practiced by Chinese after the 1st century BC. Consequently, D2 was 

likely to be descendants of the southern Xiongnu who surrender themselves to the Han 

dynasty and adopted Chinese rites.  

 After excluding those atypical cemeteries, we can roughly divide typical Xiongnu 

burials into two categories. The first type (Group C & D) belongs to flat rectangular pits 

with the deceased in stretched position, heads towards the north. They are sometimes 

installed with one or two-layer wooden coffin, a custom from Chinese (Tian & Guo 2006, 

p. 476). Sacrificial animals, especially skulls and hooves of horses, sheep, and oxen, are 

placed above the deceased’s heads with the company of ceramic jars. The majority of 

these flat graves concentrate on the inner Mongolia, specially the regions nearby the 

Ordos but with an exception at Lvolga. Judged by the similarity between cemeteries in 

Group C, D and Group A, those rectangular tombs during the Xiongnu era possibly 

created by preceding Ordos tribes who later became part of the Xiongnu confederation 

(Ma 2005, p. 180).  

 The other type (Group B) is kurgans (tumuli) usually with rows of stone piles that 

mark the surfaces. Inside the kurgans there are single, double, or triple wooden coffins 

sometimes surrounded by stone slabs. The three-layer of coffins at Tsaraam Valley 

( No.7) and Noin Ula (M24) correspond to  the funeral custom of Chinese emperor, 

which may lead to a surmise that the owners of these kurgans were the highest Xiongnu 

leaders—Chanyu ( Tian & Guo 2006, p. 476). In addition, the deceased were normally 



 

 163 

buried singly with a supine position and stretched limbs, heads towards the north. Animal 

offerings, mainly including skull or hooves of oxen, sheep, and horses, were put above 

the heads of the dead or the space between two-layer coffins. Some of these kurgans 

demonstrate the performance of ritual ceremonies. The traces of burned animal bones as 

well as charcoal (e.g. B1, B2, B5, and B7) probably indicate the practice of funeral 

banquets (Ma 2005, p. 330).   In B3 and B7, archaeologists found human pigtails inside 

silk bags interred with the dead, which may symbolize a form of human sacrifices (Ma 

2008). Some “satellite burials” in B1 and B3, merely contain few grave goods and 

surround those wealthy kurgans, which reveal either stratified social status or the 

implementation of human sacrifices (Wu 2008, p. 298).  The kurgan burials are 

exclusively distributed over Mongolia and Transbaikal where the main body of the 

Xiongnu resided since they were expelled by the Han army during the 2nd to 1st century 

BC.  

 Overall, the general characteristics of the Xiongnu burial customs include: 

(1) Rectangular pits or kurgans marked by stone array.  

(2) The use of wooden coffins or stone slabs. 

(3) The dead buried singly in a supine position, with extended limbs and heads 

towards the north. 

(4) Sacrificial animals placed above the heads or between coffins, especially skulls or 

hooves of horses, oxen, or sheep.  

(5) The practice of human sacrifices or symbolized offerings (pigtails). 

(6) The remains of charcoal.  

         

In the next section, I will compare the funeral practices between the Xiongnu and the 

Huns in terms of these six criteria. 

 It is predictable that the Hunnish cemeteries would contain a variety of modes that 

echo the complicated components of the Hunnish Empire during the late 4th to the mid-5th 

centuries AD. Though it is uncertain that all of the selected sites can be undoubtedly 

attributed to the Huns, those sites indeed present some degree of nomadic material culture 

that was spread or influenced by steppe peoples who migrated from the east. Taking the 
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domination of the Hunnish regime during the early Migration period in Europe, one could 

summarize the whole cemeteries during that age in order to reconstruct burial idioms 

implemented by the Huns. 

 In addition to selected sites, I also added some additional archaeological sites 

(Table. 3) in order to thoroughly examine typology of the Hunnish burials. Additionally 

Fig. 154 illustrates the distributions of the Hunnish cemeteries in terms of several 

categories, namely, burial types (2~4), orientations (5), animal sacrifices (6), inner 

structures (7), and charcoal traces (8).   
Table. 3  Burial sites during the Hunnish period  

Location Country No. Location Country No. 
Benešov  Czech Republic O1(r) Samaraevsk Kazakhstan J12(k)

Bol'soj Kamenec Russia O2(r) Batyrsee Kazakhstan J13(ca)
Bukarest Romania O3(r) Mokraja Russia J14(cm)

Desa-Kurdesibrak Romania O4(r) Makartet Russia J15(r) 
Ioneşti Romania O5(r) Szabadbattyán Hungary J16(b)

Kaposvolgy Hungary O6(r) Alteglofsheim Germany J17(g)
Sagi bei Aleski Ukraine O7(r) Altlussheim Germany J18(g)

Simferopol Ukraine O8(r) Basel Switzerland J19(g)
Alt-Uppsala Sweden J1(k) Budapest XIV Hungary J20(g)

Brody Ukraine J2(k) Dmitrievka Kyrgyzstan J21(g)
Brut Russia J3(k) Novi Pazar Serbia J22(g)

Dorotheenhof Poland J4(k) Stráže Slovakia J23(g)
Galati Romania J5(k) Győr Hungary J24(g)

Kanattas Kazakhstan J6(k) Kollnbrunn Austria J25(g)
Kara Agac Kazakhstan J7(k) Letkés Hungary J26(g)

Koktal' Kazakhstan J8(k)    
Kruglica Russia J9(k)    
Leninsk Russia J10(k) 

Marfovka Ukraine J11(k) 
       k: kurgan / g: Graveyard /  r: ritual deposit 
       b: brick / cm: catacomb /  ca: cave  

(Data compiled from Anke 1998) 

As we can see in Fig.153-1, all the Huns-related sites stretch from the Rhine River 

to the Lake Baikal. It is impossible for the Huns to reign over such a vast territory, so 

there must be some sites contributed by other groups. Historical documents inform us that 

the Huns first conquered Sarmatian tribes (Alans) in Don and Volga regions, then 

crushed the Kingdom of the Ostrogoths at the northern Black Sea, and finally establish an 

empire centered on the Hungarian Plain (Ammianus Marcellinus, Book XXXI). 

Consequently, I think that the sites on the west side of the Ural River likely belonged to 
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Fig.153 Maps showing Hunnish cemeteries based on all kinds of attributes 
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the Huns or were directly influenced by the Huns. Although the Hunnish material culture 

might have an indirect impact on the burials located in the east the Urals based on the 

affiliations of their grave goods (I will discuss this later), those graves probably had 

different origins. Moreover, there is one more curious puzzle on the map in which huge 

steppe areas in the Upper Tobol and Irtysh River contains no nomadic burials at all. This 

phenomenon is possibly due to the fact that those regions were occupied by sedentary 

peoples or merely no archaeological evidence is available for the time being.  

 Fig. 153-2-4 demonstrates the diversity of Hunnish burials, but apparently only 

kurgans and graveyards were dominated at that age.  Kurgans exclusively concentrated in 

eastern Europe, southern Siberia, and central Asia, and the Huns probably learn this type 

of burial from Sarmatian tribes who frequently built earthen tumuli during the 2nd to 4th 

centuries AD (Kimball et al. 1955, p. 150). On the other hand, graveyards were flat 

graves without any marks on the surface, and they were widespread in central or western 

Europe. These two distinct burial styles remind me that except for the Attila Huns in 

Pannonia, there was an Akatziri people who inhabited in northern Pontic areas 

(Thompson 1996, p. 107). The Huns might be included various tribes that spread all over 

both central and eastern Europe.  Furthermore, the presence of ritual deposits (F4, F9, 

G24, and G30) seems to dictate a warrior society of the Huns. Most of them contain horse 

gear, weapons, and belt buckles. F4 yielded human-face artifacts that insinuate the 

practice of shamanic rites (Maenchen-Helfen 1973, p. 281).     

 Catacombs were not typical Hunnish burials because they had been performed by 

Sarmatians in the Don River and northern Caucasus during the 2nd to 4th centuries AD 

(Kimball et al. 1995, p. 151). Brick and cave tombs seldom occurred in the Hunnish 

funeral practices.  

 Fig. 153-5 reveals the orientations of the deceased’s heads. I deliberately 

overlooked some graves oriented towards northwestern, northeastern, and southwestern 

because it was difficult to determine which orientation they should be. Out of 32 

cemetery sites, 12 of them are north-oriented and 10 are east-oriented. These two distinct 

burial orientations seem to appear side by side regardless of geographical variations. 

Therefore, I propose that the dead of the Huns might be mainly oriented towards the 
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north or the west.  In addition, according to data from Anke (1998), the corpses in 

Hunnish tombs were usually placed in a supine position with their limbs stretched.  

 In Fig. 153-6, one can perceive that the practice of animal sacrifices was evenly 

distributed in the areas of central Europe, eastern Europe, Siberia, and central Asia. Most 

of faunal remains belonged to horse skeletons, including skulls, limbs, toes, and 

sometimes with the whole bodies (Anke 1998). This ritual performance was also quite 

popular among the late Sarmatians tribes (Kimball et al. 1995, p. 153).    

         Fig.153-7 shows that most of stone-built burials situate on the eastern side of the 

Dnieper River and on the other side we see the graves with wooden coffins. Some cist-

graves contain sarcophaguses (J6 & J8), but some use wooden coffins (F8, F17, and J12). 

Curiously, the latter with stone structure as well as coffins are only spread over the 

southern Urals, which might indicate some uniform funeral customs in that particular 

area. Besides, the application of wooden coffins in central Europe might be influenced by 

late Roman culture because Iszkaszentgyörgy (G12) in Hungary yielded a Roman-style 

pluck-made coffin with iron fittings.  

 The final element of the Hunnish burial practices is the traces of charcoal. In 

Fig.153-8, we can observe that charcoal remains solely occur in northern Caucasus, the 

Volga River, and central Asia. These places were far away from the core of the Attila 

Huns in Hungary. In addition, some of burned residues were found in ritual deposits (F7, 

F9, and J15) without any presence of human or animal bones.   

 Before drawing a conclusion about the burial customs of the Huns, I would like to 

review a historical narrative about the Attila’s funeral (Jordanes, Getica 49, 256-58): 

Then, after the custom of their race, they cut off part of their hair and disfigured 
their already hideous faces with deep wounds to mourn the famous warrior not 
with womanly tears and wailings, but with the blood of men . . . . In the middle of 
a plain his body was laid out in a silken tent, and a remarkable spectacle was 
solemnly performed. For in the place where he had been laid out the best 
horsemen of the whole Hunnish race rode around in a circle, as if at the circus 
games . . . . When they had bewailed him with such lamentations, over his tomb 
they celebrated with great revelry what they call a strava and abandoned 
themselves to a mixture of joy and funeral grief, displaying both extremes of 
emotion. They committed his body to the earth in the secrecy of night and bound 
his coffins, the first with gold, the second with silver and the third with the 
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strength of iron . . . . They added the arms of enemies won in combat of various 
types, trapping gleaming with various precious stones and ornaments of various 
types, the marks of royal glory. Moreover, in order that such great riches be kept 
safe from human curiosity, those to whom the task was delegated they rewarded 
abominably by killing them. 

From this passage we know that the Huns would practice the facial cutting, the horse 

parade, the funeral banquet (strava), and human sacrifices. However, current 

archaeological evidence does not support all these ceremonial performances. Of course 

archaeological finds are unable to verify some ethnohistoric facts (disfiguration and horse 

circling), but the implements of hair interment, funeral feasts, and human sacrifices by far 

cannot be determined.   

 To conclude, the Huns were the mixture of nomadic tribes who carried out similar 

but sometimes distinct funeral customs. The overall picture is given as follows: 

(1) Kurgans were mainly located in the east (eastern Europe) and flat-graves in 

the west (central Europe). 

(2) The heads of the deceased were oriented towards north or east, in a supine 

position and extended limbs. 

(3)  Animal sacrifices, especially those of horse, were prevalent. 

(4) Stone-built burial were adopted by tribesmen east of Dnieper River, and 

wooden coffins were in use all over eastern and central Europe.  

(5) Fire cults were performed, but the majority of them were limited to ritual 

deposits.  

 Compared these criteria with the Xiongnu’s, we will find a great inconsistency 

among their funeral customs. First of all, the Xiongnu kurgans usually would be marked 

by rows of stone on the surface, but the Huns did not practice this rite.  In addition, Anke 

(1998) did not say anything about the shape of the Hunnish flat graves, thus we can not 

be sure if the Huns’ graveyards would resemble those Xiongnu rectangular pits.    

 Secondly, though some Hunnish burials were indeed oriented towards the north, 

with the deceased in a supine position, limbs extended, this practice could have 

descended from Sarmatians tribes rather than from the Xiongnu. Between the 2nd and 4th 
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centuries AD Sarmatian burials in the southern Urals, Trans-Volga, and Volga-Don 

interfluvial were predominately with northern orientation (Kimball et al. 1995, p. 152).    

 Thirdly, the Xiongnu had single, double, or triple nested coffins, but the Huns at 

best used one-layer coffins. Even the application of wooden coffins of the Huns probably 

did not come from the Xiongnu, but from their neighboring groups. I already mentioned 

the discovery of the Roman type of coffin in Hungary, and Sarmatian traditions also 

might contribute the use of coffins in the Hunnish burial. Sarmatian tribes began using 

wooden coffins as early as the 3rd century BC and still continued this performance during 

the 4th century AD (Kimball et al. 1995).  However, stone-built cemeteries could not find 

their origins in the west. I postulate that this new style of architecture might be traced 

back to central Asia where graves with stone structures dominated (see Fig.153-7). The 

emergence of cist-graves in eastern Europe during the early Migration Period was 

possibly associated with the Huns who migrated from the east. Nonetheless, it does not 

prove that the Huns were the descendants of the Xiongnu since a number of Asiatic tribes 

resided in the inner Asia and probably share some similar material culture.  

 Finally, the traces of charcoal may reflect some kind of fire ceremonies among the 

Huns, but whether this rite was inherited from the Xiongnu cannot be determined. Late 

Sarmatians also perform the fire cult ceremony which left pieces of charcoal and small 

ash lenses in tombs (Kimball et al. 1995, p. 152).   Considering the fact that some burial 

with traces of charcoal came from the north Caucasus (J15 & F3), these sites might be 

credited to north Alanic tribes who inhabited there until the 12th century AD (ibid. p. 188). 

Hence, the performance of fire rituals among the Huns was restricted to the Volga 

regions, and went extinct among the Attila’s Huns.     

 On the whole, the Huns were totally distinct from the Xiongnu based on the 

contexts of burial idioms. The Hunnish burial absorbed considerable Sarmatian traditions 

(kurgans, orientation, wooden coffins, and fire cults), and only the use of stone-

constructed tombs maybe came from central Asia where the Xiongnu influence reached 

its highest between the 1st century BC and 1st century AD. As a result, although it is 

problematic to assert that any ancestral relation existed between the Xiongnu and Huns, 
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the Huns were an Asiatic people who retained some degree of central Asian cultures that 

were modified by the Xiongnu elements.      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 171 

5.6 Artificially Deformed Skulls 

 Anke (1998, p. 124) describes that there are two methods to create artificially 

deformed skulls. The first approach is called ″ occipital deformation″, which requires the 

use of boards or something flat to be attached to the foreheads or the back of heads. The 

other technique is ″ frontal-occipital deformation″ by which the performers wrap 

bandages around the receivers’ heads (Fig. 154) He continually says that the earliest 

known specimen of deformed skulls in Eurasian continent originated from central Asia, 

datable to the 5th century BC. Then, archaeologists discovered 23 deformed skulls in 

Talas, Kyrgyzstan, dated back to the first century AD. Between the 1st and 2nd centuries 

AD, the performance of artificial deformed skulls were popular in northern Tian Shan 

(Xinjiang, western China) as well as in southern 

 Kazakhstan.  

In the west, artificial deformed skulls  

first appeared in Late Sarmatians’ burials, situated 

between the east of the Don River and southern 

Urals (Kimball 1995, p. 152), and most of them 

applied the frontal-occipital technique. The specimens from the west of the Don were 

really rare. Anke(1998) told us that during the Hunnish era, the custom of deformed 

skulls began to spread all over the regions of Carpathian mountains and middle Danube. 

After the mid-5th century deformed skulls were practiced in parts of western Europe, 

especially in the upper Danube, middle Neckar, and middle Rhine.  Fig. 155 illustrates 

the distribution of artificial deformed skulls during the late 4th to early 6th centuries AD. 

As shown in the map, the performance of deformed skulls primarily concentrated on the 

middle Danube where the Attila’s Huns lived. Given the facts that the Huns were the 

most powerful tribal confederacy in that area, and before the arrival of the Huns, 

deformed skulls were seldom encountered in central Europe, I would argue that the Huns 

were responsible for bringing this behavior to that region. Additionally, the finds from 

eastern Europe (including European Russia) might be attributed to the Huns or northern 

Caucasus Sarmatian tribes. As I mentioned above (see the section of cemetery), some 

Hunnish tribes, rather that Attila’s Huns in Hungary, resided in eastern Europe. I 

Fig.154 Frontal-Occipital Technique   
From Winkler & Jungwirth 1978, p. 205, 
fig. 4. 
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postulate that deformed skulls from that area probably belonged to those independent 

Hunnish groups.  As for the discoveries in northern Caucasus, I think that Alanic tribes 

may contribute to those finds because it was said that they lived there until the 12th 

century AD. Furthermore, the skull groups in western Europe (finds in Germany and west 

of the Rhine) apparently fell beyond the Hunnish territory described by late Roman 

historians (see Fig. 155). It is not my mission to identify the owners of those deformed 

skulls, but the presence of this custom was likely influenced by the Huns. Finally, Anke 

(1998, p. 126) points out that the behavior of artificial deformation in Europe had a 

developing history independent from the practice in central Asia. However, some 

scholars insist that the skull deformation was the new innovation during the late 

Sarmatian period, and this fashion might have been associated with eastern nomads 

(Kimball, et al., 1995. p. 152). In addition, biological analyses of deformed skulls during 

the Hunnish period indicate that this practice had nothing to do with the age, sex, and 

ethnicity (Anke 1998). For instance, the skull from Stráže was an infant, Kislovodsk-

Lermontovskaja (F13) was a youth, and Engels (F7) was an adult. Pyatigorsk-Kugul (F3) 

yielded both male and female deformed skulls, and Letkés contained skulls with distinct 

biological characteristics. The interpretations of artificially deformed skulls included the 

badge of rank, the contemporary fashion, the tribal features, or the religious rite (Anke 

1998, 124).  

 While the Huns favored deformed skulls, no historical or as archaeological 

records have ever indicated that Xiongnu practiced this custom. Though Chawuhugoukou 

in Xinjiang (E2) yielded some possible deformed specimens (Wang 1999), those finds 

could not serve as the direct link between the Xiongnu and Huns. The areas around 

Xinjiang were not the primary residence of the Xiongnu whose core settlements were 

located in the Ordos, Mongolia, and Transbaikal. Thus E2 should be understood as a site 

that probably carried some material culture influenced by the Xiongnu rather than Xiongu 

themselves. There was a possibility that ancestors of the Huns lived somewhere in central 

Asia where they made contact with those groups in Xinjiang, and adopted their head 

bandaging custom. As a result, the connection between the Xiongnu and Huns happened 

in a roundabout way in which tribes in Xinjiang played a role of intermediary.  



 

 173 

 We are not sure if the Huns already practiced the head binding custom before 

making contacting with late Sarmatians groups. However, it is certain that along their 

consequential westbound expansions, the Huns dispersed this fashion of deformed skulls 

throughout central and parts of western Europe, where many eastern Germanic peoples 

(Burgundians, Gepids, Ostrogoths, Rugii, and Heruli) inhabited (Winkler & Jungwirth 

1978, p. 208).  

 

 
Fig.155 Map showing the distribution of artificial deformed skulls during the late 4th to the early 6th 
centuries AD. (data from Anke 1998).  
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5.7 Swords 

Daggers and Long swords 

 Swords from Group A belong to one unique genre of prestigious Ordos bronze 

artifacts (Fig. 156) Strictly speaking, they are bronze daggers, between 20 to 30 cm in 

length, equipped with straight single-midrib blades, small V-shaped or flat cross-guards, 

hilts, and pommels in various designs (Tian & Guo 1986, p. 11). According to different 

shapes of the ends of the pommels, bronze daggers from Group A can be classified into 

three types, namely, the double animal-head dagger, the animal-head dagger, and the 

ring-form dagger (Wu 2005, p. 139-154). Seldom could we find iron daggers except for 

the one from Yinnigou (Fig. 156-12), which states that iron metallurgy in Ordos areas 

had occurred in the early 3rd century BC.        

 The other weapon archaeologists frequently confronted in Group A are the bronze 

knives (Fig. 157) These Ordos knives, roughly 10 to 20 cm in length, are considered as 

cutting tools for processing meat (Tian & Guo 2005, p. 382).  In general, they contain 

one-edge blades with the sharp side tapering to a point at the tip and the blunt side 

curving to the end of the blade. The knives were not cast any intervening guards but 

normally had a design of perforations at the ends of the hilts as the suspension device.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig.156 Ordos daggers from group A 

Taohongbaia (1); Fanjiavaozi (2); Maoqinggou (3-6); Laoiongchi, Shenmu County (7); Goulitou (8); 
Xigoupan (9); Hulusitai (10); Nalingaotu, Shenmu County (11); Yinniugou (12).  
(1 from Tian 1976, p. 134, fig. 5; 2 from  Lin 1959, p. 79; 3-6 from Tian & Guo 1986, fig. 30; 7 and 11 
from Dai & Sun 1983, p. 26, fig. 6 and p. 24, fig. 2-1; 8 from Chi 1994, p. 473; 9 from CPAM 1980, p. 
4, fig. 6-3, 10 from TaLa & Liang 1980, plate. 4-1, 12 from Archaeological Team of the Inner Mongolia 
1984, p. 29, fig. 7-1). 
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During the Xiongnu period, the iron metallurgy was widely applied to their weaponry. 

Iron daggers, although most of them were corroded, show the disappearance of animal-

style pommels which were replaced by the plain design (Fig. 44-2).  Knives now made of 

iron still kept their original form but sometimes without perforated ends (Fig. 44-1, Fig. 

50-13, Fig. 54-1, and Fig. 57-2). The most remarkable change of the Xiongnu weapon is 

the adoption of Chinese iron long swords with double-edged blades and small cross-

guards. At Xichagou (C2), there are three types of such iron swords and each of them, 

except for the one with the zoomorphic pommel (Fig. 51-1), have Chinese counterparts 

(Fig. 158). Trousdale (1975) contends that Chinese iron swords generally are just under, 

or over, a meter in length and often come with jade scabbard slides, a suspension device 

that connects the scabbard with belt strips (Fig. 159). Scabbard slides in the Xiongnu 

cemeteries are really rare and only one specimen had been unearthed in Inner Mongolia. 

This scabbard slide was made of nephrite (Ono, Hibino 1946, pl. 40), but Trousdale 

(1975, p. 233) suggests that the material should be either carneolian or agate.  Some other 

belt ornaments reveal possible use of scabbard slides among the Xiongnu (Fig. 160) A 

mounted hunter in a gold belt plaque seems to indicate the application of the scabbard 

slide (Trousdale 1975, p. 60).  Also, the bronze plaque from Xichagou depicts two 

warriors mounted on imaginary beasts. The left-hand figure is armed with a long sword 

Fig.157  Ordos knives from group A 
Taohongbaia (1);Buertaige Xiang (2);  Fanjiavaozi (3); Guoxianyaozi (4); Maoqinggou (5 & 8); 
Yulongtai (6);  Hulusitai (7); Yinniugou (9).  
(1 from Tian 1976, p. 134, fig. 1; 2 from Wenwu 1992; 3 from Li 1959, p. 79; 4 from Institute of 
Archaeology 1989, p. 69, fig. 12-11; 5 & 8 from Tian & Guo 1986, p. 262, fig. 33-3~4; 6 from 
Museum of Inner Mongolia 1977, p. 112, fig. 2-7; 7 from TaLa & Liang 1980, plate. 4-2; 8 from 
Archaeological Team of the Inner Mongolia 1984, p. 29, fig. 7-3). 
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flanked by his ride. It is probable that the sword is hung through a scabbard slide 

(Trousdale 1975, p. 68) probably hung by a scabbard slide   He also maintains that the 

combination of iron long swords and scabbard slides was invented for the equestrian 

purpose by Yuezhi, a nomadic who spoke an Indo-European language and resided in the 

northwest border of China in the middle of the 4th century BC (Trousdale 1975, p. 68). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.158 Chinese type of 
iron long swords. 
Xiongnu duplicate swords 
(1&3); Chinese swords (2 
&4).  
(1&3 from Sun 1960, p. 27, 
fig. 3&4; 2&4 from 
Trousdale 1975, p. 57 fig. 
38 and p. 56, fig. 37-b).  

Fig.159 Function of 
the scabbard slide 
(from Trousdale 
1975, p. 39 fig. 18) 

Fig.160 Possible Xiongnu 
belt plaques showing the 
application of scabbard 
slides 
Gold belt buckle from Siberia 
(1); bronze belt buckle from 
Xichagou (2). 
(1 from Jettmar 1967, p.195, 
fig. 126; 2 from Tian & Guo 
1986, p. 73, fig. 39-2). 
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 Archaeological records indicate that the weaponry of the Huns was exclusively 

made of iron, including long swords, sabers, and knives. Therefore, if one would like to 

explore the connection between the Xiongnu and the Huns in terms of hand-to-hand 

weapons, the only feasible way is to compare whether the Hunnish swords exhibit any 

similar characteristics which can be found in Chinese type swords used by the Xiongnu. 

Unlike the swords, all Hunnish knives we have been aware of do not possess the ring-

form pommels like the Xiongnu knives do.  

 Iron long swords seem to have multiple origins judged by extant archaeological 

evidence. Here I only refer to those iron swords over or nearly 1 meter in length. The 

Saka, a nomadic people living in today’s central Kazakhstan around the 5th century BC 

manufactured iron long swords with heart-shaped as well as zoomorphic cross-guards 

(Fig. 162-9-10). The Sauromatians, known as a Scythian people or the proto-Sarmatian 

tribes who inhabited in the Volga-Don interfluvial and southern Urals, produced the long 

swords (Fig. 162-1-2) with heart-form guards, bar or antenna-shaped pommels, and 

In addition, the singled-edge, ring-pommeled iron swords 

from Xichagou seem to have the Chinese origin as well (Fig. 

161). These iron sabers that function as slashing weapon for 

cavalry attack are generally as equal as those double-edged 

swords in length and in quantity.  To conclude, the swords 

used by the Xiongnu include: 

(1) Bronze daggers with animal-style pommels or 

ring-shaped pommels. 

(2) Curved Knives with ring-form pommels. 

(3) Chinese type of double-edged, iron swords with 

small guards. 

(4) Chinese type of iron sabers with single-edged 

blades with or without guards. 
Fig.161 Iron sabers 
Xiongnu sabers (1&2); 
Chinese saber (3). 
 (1&2 from Sun 1960, 
p. 27, fig. 5; 3 from 
Trousdale 1975, p. 56, 
fig. 37-f).  
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sometime animal-style hilts during the period of the 5th century BC (Kimball et. al. 1995, 

p. 106).   Trousdale (1975) argues that Chinese iron long swords were actually a new 

innovation that might be imported from the Yuezhi by the early 5th century BC. 

Regardless of those historical names that ancient authors assigned to nomadic peoples, 

we can observe that the extant earliest iron swords were probably invented by nomads in 

central Asia.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The developing history of iron long swords began swiftly spreading all over the 

Eurasian continent during the 3rd century BC to the 4th century AD. We already 

mentioned that the popularity of Chinese type of long swords among the Xiongnu, but 

other than that, long swords also became widespread in the Middle East. The distribution 

of long swords in Near East involved a migratory history of the Yuezhi. Trousdale (1975) 

says that the Yuezhi, who originally resided in northwestern China, were defeated by the 

Xiongnu by the end of the third century BC. They latter fled to central Asia and 

conquered the kingdom of Bacteria.  During the first to the third centuries AD, the 

Yuezhi established a powerful Kushan Empire whose territory included today’s 

Fig. 162 Sarmatian, Saka, and Germanic long 
swords 
Sauromatian period (1-2); early Sarmatian period 
(3-5); middle Sarmatian period (6); late Sarmatian 
period (7-8); Saka era in central Asia (9-10); 
Germanic type (11-12). 
(1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8 , 9, and 10 from Kimball et. al. 
1995, p. 108, fig. 7; p. 126, fig. 14; p. 140, fig. 3; 
p. 156, fig. 16&17; p. 220, fig. 56; 4 from 
Koryakova & Epimakhov 2007, p. 243, fig. 6.14-
6; 11 & 12 from Böhme 1974, fig. 129-16 & 130-
6). 
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Tajikistan, Afghanistan, and northwestern India. They continued to use iron long swords 

(Fig. 163-1), which influenced its neighboring countries, especially the Parthia and the 

succeeding Sassanid Empire (Fig. 163.-2).  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Another developing line of iron long swords concentrated on the regions 

(primarily referring to south Urals, Don-Volga areas, and north Black Sea) occupying by 

Sarmatian tribes. After the initial stage of swords during Sauromatian culture, the early 

Sarmatian period (the late 5th century to the 2nd century BC) yielded swords (Fig. 162-3-5) 

measuring up to 130 cm in length and the majority of them were adorned with bar-shaped 

guards and crescent-like pommels or occasional straight pommels (Kimball et. al. 1995, p. 

123).   When entering the middle Sarmatian Period (the 1st century BC to the 1st century 

AD), the brand new iron long swords (Fig. 162-6), with 1 meter in length or more, bar-

shaped guards and ring-form pommels, make their appearance in the graves (Kimball et. 

al. 1995, p. 140).  Iron swords (Fig. 162-7-8) during the final interval of Sarmatian period 

developed into the forms with short iron guards and gracile blades, and sometimes were 

cased by wooden scabbards.  

During the Hunnish time, iron swords were called ″spatha″, which were widely 

used by either Roman soldiers or barbarian warriors. However, the Hunnish spatha (Fig. 

164) had relatively longer and narrower blades than Roman and German swords (Fig. 

Fig. 163 Long swords during Kushan 
and Sassanid Empires 
Stone statue of King Kanishka of 
Kushan Empire (1); Silver plate of 
Sassanid noblemen (2).  
(1& 2from Trousdale 1975, p. 72, fig. 46 
& p. 97, fig. 77). 
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162-11-12), and they were equipped with massive iron rhombic cross-guards. In general, 

the Hunnish swords were morphologically related more closely to late Sarmatian swords 

rather than Chinese swords. Both Hunnisn and Sarmatian swords have almost identical 

length, long narrow blades, and iron guards, but Anke (1998, p. 74) suggests that the 

guards of Sarmatian swords tend to be shorter, which means that some sort of new 

components had an impact on late-Sarmatian swords. As a matter of fact,   a couple of 

new innovations during the late Sarmatian Period, such as the bone plates of bows, 

narrow-bladed iron swords, and artificially deformed skulls all testify new elements of 

material culture that emerged in Sarmatian occupied areas. However,  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.164 Finds of the Hunnish spatha  
Bátaszék, Hungary (1); Žaman-Togaj (2); 
Szirmabesenyő, Hungary (3); Lengyeltóti, 
Hungary (4); Wien XXXI-Leopoldau, Austria (5); 
Dijon, France (6-7); Wien-Leopoldau, Austria 
(8); Kokpatasa- Tel’ketau (9); Tekija, Serbia (10);  
Katzelsdorf , Austria (11) Fenék , Austria (12); 
Phanagoria, Crimea (13). 
(all from Anke 1998, Taf. 106, 91, 92, 51, 56, 50, 
40 & 41).  

whether these changes were driven by inner 

or outer forces remains debatable.  

Although currently it is nearly 

impossible to trace the origin of the 

Hunnish swords, there is much evidence 

suggesting that the design emanates 

fromthat central Asia, one of birthplaces of 

iron long sword. Alongside with other 

archaeological evidence such as deformed 

skulls and bone plates of bows, it is 

appropriate to assume that the Huns were 

one of Asiatic nomads who migrated from 

the east.  Nonetheless, whether the Huns 

used the same swords of the Xiongnu could 

not be determined.  
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Iron Sabers 

Archaeologists frequently unearthed the Hunnish spatha accompanied by the iron 

saber in the Hunnish graves. The custom of burying these two weapons together has been 

already known in Scythian and Sarmatian cultures (Anke 1998, p. 93).  Iron Sabers (Fig. 

165) characterized by narrow one-edged blades with a blunt back. They are about half 

length as the long swords and have prominent tips. Iron sabers suddenly appeared during 

the Hunnish time and failed to find any precursors in the west. The distribution of this 

weapon followed a clear chronological and geographical order. First, it occurred in 

eastern Europe in about 400 AD, then reached lower Danube regions around late 4th to 

mid-5th centuries, and was finally used by Gepids as well as Franks during the turn of the 

5th and 6th centuries AD (Anke 1998, p. 97). Based on these descriptions, the iron sabers 

are highly likely to be the unique signature of the Huns.    

 Almost all types of possible Hunnish artifacts we have been discussed can be 

found in late-Sarmatian culture, but the Hunnish saber is not one of them. This makes it 

difficult to infer its origin. The saber of the Huns does not look like Chinese type with the 

ring-form pommel. It also differentiates itself from the Sarmatian short sword with the 

double-edged blade. Anke (1998, p. 93) demonstrates that the sabor had eastern influence, 

which might be brought by the Huns. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 165 Hunnish sabers 
Hemmingen, Germany (1); Esslingen-
Rüdern, Germany (2); Wien XI-
Simmering. Austria (3); Altenerding-
Klettham, Germany (4); Velatice, Czech 
Republic (5~6); Groß-Karben, Germany 
(7). 
(all from Anke 1998, Taf. 67, 66, 69, 64. 
and 68).  



 

 182 

Scabbard Slides 

As we discussed above, the creation of iron long swords seemed to be credited to 

Eurasian nomads (Sauromatians, Saka, or Yuezhi). They also invented the scabbard 

slides along with the loose leather sword belts for the convenience of the equestrian. 

Trousdale (1975, p. 58) comments that if a long sword is hung vertically by its scabbard 

mouth from a horseman’s garment belt, the rider will be poked by the sword hilt and the 

scabbard will project outward. Therefore, the application of elongated belt and scabbard 

slide allows the sword to be suspended low enough to rest upright behind rider’s leg and 

along the horse’s flank.  From this practical perspective we can presume that the long 

sword along with the scabbard slide is a typical mode for horse-riding nomads. 

 According to Trousdale (1975), the Chinese scabbard slide consists of two forms 

primarily made of jade. One has the upper plate extended above and below the aperture 

on the underside, and the other is a simplified enclosed aperture (Fig. 166-1-2). The 

Xiongnu might have been adopted Chinese types of the nephrite-made scabbard slide 

(Fig. 166-3), which also appeared in the late-Sarmatian cemeteries nearby the lower 

Volga regions (Fig. 166-4). The Huns, as one of the most formidable mounted warriors, 

indeed used scabbard slides to fasten their spatha while being astride. From Engels (F7), 

archaeologists excavated a nephrite Chinese form I scabbard slide (Fig. 166-5). Whether 

this Chinese import was brought by long-distance trade networking or the west-bound 

Xiongnu (latter became the Huns) still remains uncertain..   However, the most prevalent 

scabbard slides in Europe during the late-4th to late 5th centuries AD were composed of 

two identical pieces arranged side by side with a slight distance away from each other. 

The underside of each piece had a niche against the scabbard wall to provide an aperture 

for the belt. This compound scabbard slide was decorated with the cloisonné pattern, 

meaning gold edges to form partitions for precious stone. Sometimes the tips of the 

scabbard slide were designed as stylish bird of prey (Fig. 166-6-12). This new European 

variation of the scabbard slide was unknown in Asia, and Trousdale (1975, p. 223) 

suggests a northern European origin. If the Huns really utilized the scabbard slides, it was 

highly likely for them to adopt the European type.     
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Fig.166 Scabbard slides throughout the Eurasia 
Chinese types (1-5):Chinese type I in the end of the second century BC (1); Chinese type II in the end 
of the second century BC (2); Chinese type II in inner Mongolia, the first century BC (3); Chinese type 
I in the Volga regions, late Sarmatian Period (4) Chinese type I from Engels, late 4th century AD (5). 
European types (6-12): Merovingian tomb near Pouan, France, the fifth or sixth century AD (6);):  
Merovingian tomb near Erbenheim, Germany, the fifth or sixth century AD (7); Merovingian tomb 
near Beauvais, France, the fifth or sixth century AD (8); Haillot, Belgian, the early 6th century AD (9); 
Flonheim, Germany, the early 6th century AD (10); Basel-Kleinhüningen, Switzland, 500 AD (11);  
Plaing, Germany, the early 6th century AD (12).  
(1-8 from Trousdale 1975, plate. 1, 15, 22, and 24; 5 and 9-12 from Anke 1998, Taf. 57, 58, 77, 80, 
120). 
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5.8 Horse Gear 

 Since both Xiongnu and Hunnish warriors were the excellent mounted archers, 

horse gear became one of the most essential necessities among their societies. 

Archaeological evidence has already shown considerable artifacts associated with horse 

trappings as well as wagon fittings, which offer us another crucial criteria to compare the 

Xiongnu material culture with the Huns’.  

Snaffle bits and cheek pieces 

 Snaffle bits from Group A (the Ordos) typically consist of two bars with each bar 

having two ring-form ends.  The smaller rings are designed to connect two bars in which 

the conjunction part is for the horse’s mouth, and the lager rings are installed with cheek 

pieces (Fig. 167-1-3). Some other contemporary sites yielded snaffle bits with stirrup- or 

stirrup mixed with ring-shaped ends (Fig. 167-4-5).  Cheek pieces from Group A could 

be made of wood, bone, bronze, or iron, with zoomorphic ends or two perforations on the 

bodies (Fig. 168-1-2). Just like snaffle bits, other neighboring areas during the same 

period also yield some counterparts that resemble Group A (Fig. 168-3-4). The similar 

snaffle bits and cheek pieces (Fig. 167-6-11 and Fig. 168-5-8) are also popular in 

Mongolia, Tuva, and the Minusinsk Basin, which might indicate a universal favor of 

horse riding nomads (Wu 2008, p. 84).  

 During the Xiongnu epoch, the horse bridles (Fig. 167-12-17 and Fig. 168-9-14) 

were still primarily based on the previous prototypes with some modifications, including 

two extra rings linking with larger rings of bits (Fig. 167-13) and propeller-shaped cheek 

pieces with two holes (Fig. 167-12 and Fig. 168-12). This special type of cheek pieces 

were only limited to Transbaikal vicinity where a similar specimen (Fig. 168-7) had been 

already discovered during the 7th to 3rd centuries BC, known as Slab Grave Culture 

(acquired this name due to the construction of stone slabs around the burials, see Kimball 

et. al. 1995, p. 321).  

 Overall, based on the broad coverage of the northern Chinese normads’ horse 

bridles, the snaffle bits and cheek pieces utilized by the Xiongnu characteristic ring-, 

stirrup-, or mixed shaped snaffle bits along with animal-style, straight, perforated, or 

propeller-like cheek pieces.    
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Fig. 167 Snaffle bits of eastern Eurasian steppe 
Ordos types (1-3): Taohongbala (1); Maoqinggou (2); Yulongtai (3).  Chinese types :Hebei, 
China (4-5). Other types: Tagar culture, Minusinsk Basin (6-7); Mongolia (8); Altai regions (9-
10); Transbaikal (11). Xiongnu types :  Derestuy (12); Il’ Mova (13-14); Noin Ula (15-16); 
Budongdou (17).   
All are made of iron except for 1 and 2.  
(3 from Di 1984, fig. 3; 15 & 16 from Sueji 1960, p. 85 fig. 57; the rest from Wu 2008, fig. 97, 
98, 128, and 181).   
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During the Hunnish time nomadic mounted warriors basically shared the similar 

snaffle bits which featured two linked iron bars with big ring-form ends connecting 

highly decorated rectangular fasteners for the straps and reins (Fig. 169). We can observe 

such exquisite horse trappings mainly concentrated in European Russia or eastern Europe 

(Fig. 169-8-11). For example, the one from Kišpek, Russia (F10) has fasteners adorned 

with glass and granulated edges, and Kubej (G31) yielded the bronze rectangular 

trappings decorated with garnet and granulation design. These extraordinary artifacts 

Fig.168 Cheek pieces from eastern Eurasian steppe 
Ordos types (1-2): Xigoupan (1); Yulongtai (2). Chinese types: Hebei (3-4); Other 
types: Mongolia (5); Altai regions (6 & 8); Transbaikal (7); Xiongnu types :  Derestuy 
(9); Il’ Mova (10); Lvolga (11-12); Noin Ula (13-14).  
(1 & 2 from Di 1984, fig. 12 from Pan 2007, fig. 2-16-14; 13 & 14 from Sueji 1960, p. 
85 fig. 57; the rest from Wu 2008, fig. 99, 100, 128, and 181).   
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seemed to reflect an international fashion for artistic pursuit among the military elite 

(Akhmedov 2002, p. 25). 

Moreover, according to my investigation, the snaffle bits combining with 

rectangular trappings only existed in a Transbaikal Xiongnu site (Derestuy, B3) as well as 

late Sarmatians graves (Fig. 170). However,  it does not mean that the Xiongnu invented 

this type of snaffle bits, brought it with them along their west-bound journey, and finally 

reached Sarmatian habitats(the first stop might be southern Urals if applicable) and 

transferred this new material culture to late Sarmatian tribes during the 2nd to 4th centuries 

AD.  It merely is a possibility that the developing history of this type of snaffle bits 

would provide a potential answer for the Xiongn-Hun continuity if more associated 

assemblages can be discovered in the geographical areas between Transbaikal and 

southern Urals.    

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 188 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Although snaffle bits could find their precursors, the cheek piece was one of the 

most representative material cultures during the Hunnish era. The old style of cheek 

pieces with two perforations was still in use, but an innovative design of screw-textured 

ones appeared. The goal in this paper is not to trace the origin of this fresh invention. 

Rather, it is point out that the Hunnish material culture mingled with Oriental elements, 

European customs, as well as some unknown forces, which all contribute to the difficulty 

in solving the problem of the Xiongnu-Hun identity.      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.169 Hunnish horse bridles 
General snaffle bits (1-7): Turaevo, F8 (1-2); Novogrigor'yevka, F12 (3); kyzyl-adyr, F14 (4); Melitopol, 
F15 (5); Birsk, F19 (6); Lengyeltóti G22 (7).  
Snaffle bits with rectangular fasteners (8-11): Kišpek, F10 (8); Jakuszowice, G28 (9); Kubej, G31 (10);  
Kislovodsk-Lermontovskaja, F13 (11). 
Cheek pieces (12-15): Lengyeltóti G22 (12); Seelmann, F9 (13); Pécs-Üszög, G30 (14) Pannonhalma, 
G24 (15).  
(1-15 from Anke 1998, Taf. 82, 113, 112, 121, 122, 135, 92, 109, 103, 127, 115, 92, 90, and 96).

Fig.170 Xiongnu and late Sarmatian horse bridles 
Xiongnu: Derestuy, B3 (1);  
Late Sarmatian period: unknown provenience (2); Bairamgulovo, southern Urals (3-4); reconstruction 
of Sarmatian horse harness (5).  
( 1from Wu 2008, p. 307, fig. 181-4; 2 from Kimball et. al. 1995, p. 150, fig. 20-f; 3~5 from 
Koryakova & Epimakhov 2007, p. 248, fig. 6.17).  
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5.9 Art 

Animal Style 

 One of the most remarkable features of nomadic art is the zoomorphic creation. 

This animal-style art could be presented in the forms of belt ornaments, weaponry, horse 

accouterments, garment accessories, sculptures, or embroidery works. During the 7th to 

3rd centuries BC, multiple artistic centers, prestigious for zoomorphic decorations, 

distributed all over the Eurasian continent. From the West to the East, we encounter 

Scythian art in the northern Black Sea, Sauromatian and early Sarmatian cultures in 

Volga-Don areas and southern Urals, Saka civilization in today’s Kazakhstan, Pazyryk 

groups in the Altai region, Tagar culture in the Minusinsk Basin, and the Ordos bronzes 

in the northern China (Wu 1984 and Kimball  et. al. 1995). Because animal-style artifacts 

from each region were created based on indigenous fauna as well as tribal mythical 

creatures, studying the zoomorphic motifs can help identify specific tribe and clan 

recognition (Bunker 1992, p. 99).  

 Zoomorphic artifacts from Group A belong to the renowned Ordos cultural zone. 

The early stage animal-style objects (around the 6th to 4th centuries BC) were 

characterized by small bronze accouterments, such as openwork framed belt plaques, belt 

plates with tiger figurines or fighting scenes, spiral double-bird belt ornaments, and beast-

head or insect-like accessories (Fig. 171).   Simultaneously, both framed plaques and belt 

plates constantly appeared in Pontic Scythian art, but carnivores there were primarily 

depicted as locally-grown lions or lions with griffins’ wings rather than tigers in the 

Ordos (Fig. 172-1-5). A unique characteristic of the Ordos bronzes was to apply an 

authentic way of presenting animal style, which was different from Scythian areas where 

the animal motifs focused on imaginary creatures (Wu 1984, p. 51). The regions around 

the Altai Mountains, Kazakhstan, and the Minusinsk Basin also yielded such bronze 

plaques but with poor quantity and diversity (Fig. 172-6-12).  In addition, the stylish 

double bird-head ornaments could also be detected in the Minusinsk Basin, Tuva, Altai 

regions, Mongolia, Transbaikal (Fig. 172-13-19). The widespread double bird accessories 

might testify a close affiliation between Ordos residents and their neighboring tribes (Wu 

2008, p. 179).  
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Fig.171 Ordos animal style (all 
bronze) 
Framed plaques (1-2): Taohongbala 
(1); Inner Mongolia (2). 
Tiger motifs (3-5): Maoqinggou (3-
4); Ningxia, northwest China (5). 
Fighting scene (6~10): Fanjiayaozi 
(6); Guoxianyaozi (7); Ningxia, 
northwest China (8-10). 
Double-bird style (11-15): Inner 
Mongolia (11, 14); Ningxia, 
northwest China (12); Maoqinggou 
(13); Taohongbala (15). 
Beast-head ornaments (16-18): 
Taohongbala (16);  Maoqinggou 
(17-18). 
Insect-like fittings (19-22): Inner 
Mongolia.  
(1-15 from Wu 2008, p. 177,  fig. 
108 and p. 184, fig. 112; 16-22 from 
Tian & Guo 1986, p. 123, fig. 89 
and p. 125, fig. 90).  

Fig. 172 Animal style art in 
Eurasian steppe (bronze and 
gold) 
Zoomorphic plaques: Scythian art 
(1-5, all gold); Saka (6-9); the 
Altai (10); southern Siberia (11); 
Minusinsk Basin (12).  
Double-bird motifs: Tagar culture 
(13-14); Tuva (11): the Altai (16-
17); Transbaikal (18); Mongolia 
(19). 
(1-5 from Artamonov 1969, fig. 
79, 80, 93, and 105 and plate 122; 
6-8 from Kimball 1995, p. 221, 
fig. 62; 9-19 from Wu 2008, fig. 
109 and 114).   
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When moving into the next phase (the 4th to 3rd centuries BC), while zoomorphic 

belt plaques were still in use, the beast-like ornaments and spiral bird-head fittings were 

gradually dying out. Generally speaking, animal-style art in the Ordos began 

transforming into two distinct themes. One was the bronze wagon accoutrements 

represented by sites where yielded considerable finials and yoke covers designed as 

three-dimensional standing or crouching herbivores (Fig. 173-1-12). Other regions of the 

Eurasian continent also contained this type of bronze wagon accessories with their own 

individual styles (Fig. 173-13-20). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Another group of zoomorphic artifacts, now most of them made of gold, silver, or 

gilt-bronze, featured the depictions of mythological creatures with bird-like beaks, 

 
Fig.173 Wagon accessories (all bronze) 

Ordos (1-12) : Xigoupan (1-2); Yulongtai (3-7); Sujigou (9-11); Nalin’gaotu, Shenmu; (12).  
Other regions (13-20):  Scythian art (13~14); Tuva (15-16); Minusinsk Basin (17); Mongolia (18-
19); the Altai (20).  
( 6 and 7 from Tian & Guo 1986, p. 173, fig, 121 and p. 166, fig, 114; others from Wu 2008, fig. 
121, 124, 166, and 167).  
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ungulate-like bodies, and griffin-head antlers (Fig. 174- 1, 5, 6, 8, and 9-12). In addition 

to that, the designs of animals became quite dynamic with exaggerating motions and 

exquisite embossed patterns (Fig. 174-2-4, 7, 13, and 14). These outlandish presenting 

techniques had appeared in Scythian art by the 5th century BC, in Saka Issyk kurgans near 

Alma Ata, eastern Kazakhstan during the 4th to 3rd centuries BC, as well as in Pazyryk 

kurgans in the 4th century BC (Fig. 175). Bunker (1992) suggests that the flamboyant 

animal-style in Ordos regions was influenced by Pazyryk culture in the Altai. During the 

late 4th century BC Alexander the Great launched a series of east-bound military 

expeditions which led to waves of migrations among central Asian tribes. Pazyryk  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.174 Exaggerating animal style in the Ordos 
Bronze (1-6): Ningxia, northwest China (1-3, and 5); Danhuigou, Inner Mongolia (4); Inner 
Mongolia (6). 
Gold (7-14): Nianfangqu (7); Aluchaideng (8 & 13); Xigoupan (9-11, and 14); Nalin’gaotu, 
Shenmu (12).  

(all from Wu 2008, fig. 112, 137, 138, and 163). 
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residents; therefore, moved into the Ningxia and Gansu vicinity in the northwest of China 

by the 3rd century BC and became dominative over the Ordos indigenous people. 

Xigoupan (A9) and Nalin’gaotu (A14) where both chariot accessories and imaginary 

beasts were unearthed could be interpreted as the settlements occupied by both local 

Ordos tribes and western invaders. This viewpoint might be grounded on the documents, 

Shiji, ch.110, in which we read that at the early developing history of the Xiongnu tribe, 

the Chanyu (單于) sent his son as the hostage of western tribal conferency, Yuezhi (月

氏). Therefore, some scholars conclude that those Pazyryk intruders in the Ordos may 

refer to Yuezhi tribes (Ma 2005, p. 166). 
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During the heyday of the Xiongnu Empire (Group B and C, the 2nd to the 1st 

century AD), animal-style art entered a new era created by the Xiongnu mentality. The 

majority of them served either mirror-image belt buckles or ornamental plaques attached 

to the belt straps. According to Wu (1983), the forms of Xiongnu bronze belt plaques 

(sometimes made of gilt-bronze, silver or gold) can be identified as rectangular openwork 

plaques, horizontal B-shaped plaques, and oval-shaped plaques (Fig. 176) The frames of 

the plaques were constantly adorned with rope-like or teardrop-like edges (e.g. Fig. 176-5 

and Fig. 176-7). Besides, the themes of the plaques contained single or double animals 

(Fig. 176-14), animal fighting scenes (Fig. 176-10), human figurines with landscape 

settings (Fig. 176-13), geometric motifs (Fig. 176-8), and mythological creatures (Fig. 

176-7). Unlike the preceding period with raptor-headed beasts, the Xiongnu preferred 

wolf-headed dragons or winged horses (Fig. 176-7 and 15). Moreover, two embroidery 

designs on the carpets from Noin Ula kurgans indicated the Xiongnu art may still reserve 

some Pazyryk craftsmanship. The images of birds and deer attacked by griffins looked 

extremely similar to Pazyryk art (Fig. 177).  

  Accompanying the expansion of the Xiongnu, their belt plaques (Fig. 178) 

seemed to be imitated or reproduced by other neighboring tribes who lived in Kazakhstan, 

Minusinsk Basin, Tuva, and the Vasyugan River in western Siberia (Wu 2002 & 2008).  I 

figure that the distribution of the Xiongnu plaques might provide a possible avenue to 

reconstruct the Xiongnu migration route or a trade network between the west and the east.  

After the decline of the Xiongnu regime, although we can occasionally confront 

animal-style appliqués in some Xiongnu burials, zoomorphic plaques gradually 

disappeared among the Xiongnu. Another tribe, Xianbei who originally inhabited on the 

east side of the Xiongnu, occupied the Xiongnu territory in Mongolia by the 2nd century 

AD and developed their own dedicated zoomorphic presentation.    

 

Fig.175 Imaginary animal style in Eurasian steppe 
Scythian art, 5th century BC (1); Saka culture, 5th century BC (2) Saka site in Issyk (3); Pazyryk 
kurgans in the Altai, the 4th century BC (4-8); Private collections from central Asia (9-10); Dniester 
river, 1st century AD (11). 
(1 from Artamonov 1969, plate 324; 2, 3, and 11 from Bunker 1993, fig. 6, 7, and 18; 4-8 from 
Rudenko 1970, fig. 50, 53, 54, 115, and 269; 9-10 from  p.14, plate 1 and p. 184, plate 36).   
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Fig.176 Xiongnu zoomorphic belt plaques 
Rectangular framed plaques (1-9): Derestuy (1, 3, and 4); Lvolga (2 and 8); Daodunzi (5-7); 
Xichagou (9). 
Horizontal B-shaped plaques (10-13): Derestuy (1);  Xichagou (11-13). 
Oval plaques (14-17): ): Derestuy (14-16);  Xichagou (17). 
(1-8, 10, and 14-16 from Wu 2008, fig. 183 and 184; 9 from Sun 1960, plate 1; 11-13 from Tian & 
Guo 1986, fig. 63 and 64).  

Fig.177 The affiliation between Xiongnu and Altaic Art 
Noin Ula kurgans in Mongolia (1 and 3); Pazyryk kurgans in the Altai (2 and 4). 
(1 and 3 from Rudenko 1969, p. 161, fig. 72 and p. 146, fig. 48; 2 and 4 from Rudenko 1970, p. 179, 
fig. 92 and p. 79, fig. 28).  
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Animal-style artifacts among the Huns in Europe were really rare (Jettmar 1964, p. 

198), and not even a single similar Xiongnu type belt plaque has ever been discovered so 

far. It was curious to notice that the 6th century Avars in Europe (Avars were considered 

as another eastern nomad from Mongolia) had bronze belt plaques, but the Huns did not 

(Fig. 179). If the Huns were truly decedents of the Xiongnu who were renowned for their 

zoomorphic plaques, we should have perceived this type of artifacts in the Hunnish 

cemeteries, but the result was negative.  This phenomenon to certain extent may imply 

that either they were not iconographically related, or the Xiongnu have been assimilated 

completely by other tribes, and no longer sustained their independence. Despite of the 

absence of the Xiongnu plaques in the Hunnish artwork, some zoomorphic artifacts 

Fig.178 Xiongnu-style plaques in Eurasian steppe 
Tagar culture, 2nd century BC (1-4); southern Siberia (5); Kazakhstan (6-8); Tuva (9-11); 
Vasyugan, southern West Siberia (12).  
(1-4 and 9-12 from Wu 2008, fig. 203, 204, and 206; 5 from Tian & Guo 1986, p. 86, fig. 55; 6-8 
from Jettmar 1969, fig. 123, 126, and plate 39). 
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during the early Migration period may indicate some eastern elements brought by the 

Huns. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Animal-style during the Hunnish time was primarily applied to belt buckles or 

garment fibulae (Fig. 180). The bird-head buckles (Fig. 180-1-4), some decorated with 

stone or geometric designs, were very prominent in the Migration art, but they might 

have been invented by Gepids rather than the Huns (Nagy 2002). Another type of animal 

motifs was the garment brooches with S-shaped, insect-like, or beast-head designs (Fig. 

180-5-15). The S-shaped fibulae were discovered in Hochfelden (G13), a possible 

Hunnish burial due to the presence of an artificially deformed skull. Afterwards the S-

form ornaments also appeared in the context of the 6th century Merovingian and 

Langobardic art. Paroli (2000, p. 155) explains that the S-shaped brooch actually 

consisted of the twisted animal body that ended with the head of a bird of prey. His 

comments are reminiscent the spiral double-bird ornament in the Ordos art during 6th to 

3rd centuries BC, and the Huns might be credited to bringing this appliqué into Europe. 

However, one more question raised up: how could the Ordos ornament revived in remote 

Europe given the fact that the double-bird accessory completely went extinct during the 

Xiongnu era? This is a puzzle that has not yet been resolved due to current insufficient 

archaeological evidence. Likewise, the interpretation of the insect-like fibula faces the 

same problem of the spiral bird fitting. Although those European specimens resembled 

the Ordos style of two-winged insect ornaments, the Xiongnu did not use this artistic 

Fig.179 Avar bronze belt plaque 
From Jettmar 1969, p. 199, plate 41. 
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expression at all. Furthermore, the beast-head accessory from Engels looked similar to 

the Ordos type based on the designs of two round eyes, two oval ears, and a prominent 

nose, but once again no associated artifacts have been known in the Xiongnu art. All 

these pieces of evidence at best might prove some connections between the Huns and 

Ordos tribes, the not the Xiongnu. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.180 Animal-style art during the early Migration Period 
Bird-head buckles (1-4): Kislovodsk-Lermontovskaja, F13 (1); the Gepid style (2-4). 
S-shaped appliqué (5-10): Langobardic, late 6th century (1); Merovingian, first half 6th century AD (7-
9); Ningxia, northwest China (10).  
Best-head fittings (11-12): Engels, F7(11); Maoqinggou, A7 (12).  
Insect-like ornaments (13-15):  Mannheim-Neckerau, G32 (13); Levice, Slovakia (14); Ordos (15)  
Human-face design (16-18): Engels, F7 (16-17); Intercisa, Danube (18).  
Dragon head (19-21): Kara AgaČ, Kazakhstan (19); Šamsi, F1 (20); Noin Ula, B7 (21). 
Horse-shaped amulet (22-24): Belarus, G29 (22); Kyzyl, F18 (23); Noin Ula (24).  
Eagle style (25-26): Apahida, Romania (25); Visigothic fibula from  Badajoz, Spain (26).  
(1, 5, 11, 13, 14, 16, 17, 19, 22, and 23 from Anke 1998, Taf. 115, 17, 120, 15, 11, 65, 90, 26, 107, 
and 125; 2~4 from Nagy 2002, p. 37, Abb. 1; 6 from Paroli, p. 155, fig. 13.20; 9 from Martin 2000, p. 
227 fig. 20.2~4; 10 from Wu 2008, fig. 108; 15 from Tian & Guo 1986, fig. 90; 20 from  
Kožomberdieva & Kožomberdiev & Kožemjako 1998, fig. 7; 21 from Rudenko 1969, Taf. XXXII; 24 
from Ma 2005, p. 90; 25 from Akhmedov 2002, p. 24, fig. 8-4; 26 from Ross 1961, p. 101, fig. 48).  
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The probable animal-style art in Europe associated with the Xiongnu could be dragon-

head ornaments or horse-like sheet metal (Fig.180-19-24) In Noin Ula (B7) we are able 

to find these two artifacts, especially the horse-shaped accoutrements representing some 

kind of ritual meaning that the Huns inherited from the Xiongnu (Kazanski 2005, p. 34). 

 Other themes of artwork during the Migration period showed the wide range of 

adoption of the Huns. The human-face masks (Fig. 180-16-18), symbolizing Hunnish 

religious belief, may learn from Iranian tribes, the Sarmatians in particular (Maenchen-

Helfen 1973, p. 286). The saddle fitting from Apahida, decorated with two gold-wired, 

garnet , face-to-face eagles, was stylistically affiliated with eagle images on Roman army 

military badges (Akhmedov 2002, p. 25), and this style was also practiced in Gothic art 

(Fig. 180-25-26). The tendency that the Huns liked to keep different cultural contexts can 

be seen in Priscus’ texts about the Attila’s funeral in which Attila was buried with ″the 

arms of enemies won in combat″ (Getica, 256-258).  

 Buckles and Jewelry 

 In addition to animal-style art, the Ordos bronzes also characterized round belt 

buckles with arced patterns, linked-pearl ornaments, tube-shaped accessories, flower 

discs, and openwork circular accouterments with arced or teardrop motifs (Fig. 181-1-30). 

Some of them were distributed over the adjacent regions. During the Xiongnu period, we 

can only observe openwork circular ornaments, linked accessories, and garment hooks in 

the Xiongnu graves (Fig. 181-31-40).   

 The Hunnish elite warriors had a great passion about decorating themselves with 

gold objects in the forms of buckles or horse trappings and their women prefer 

polychromic jewelry, which can be verified by archaeological finds (Akhmedov 2002). 

Historical narratives also witnessed their luxurious habits. During the Pricus’ diplomatic 

journey in the Attila’s court, he mentioned that the Hunnish noblemen adorned the 

fastenings of their boots and their horses; bridles with gold or precious stones or anything 

else of value (Blockley 1983, p. 285). The decorating techniques included stone or glass 

with cloisonné designs, granulation skills, corrugated texture, geometric style, and 

polychromic appliqués (Fig. 182). Both László (1974) and Akhmedov (2002) point out  

that these artistic characteristics were widely shared by Germanic and Sarmatian warrior  
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classes, and thus it was difficult to summarize what the pure Hunnish art was. Those 

extravagant goods might be produced in east Mediterranean workshops as diplomatic 

goods for those barbarian nobles based on their preferences (Akhmedov 2002, p. 25 and 

Arrhenius 2000, p. 224). The only possible Hunnish style was the gold punched scaliform 

saddle fittings, but its origin was unknown (László 1974, p. 37 and Kazanski 2005, p. 35). 

Moreover, the Huns seemed to preserve some adornments that resembled the Xiongnu 

jewelry in which flower-like accessories and tube-shapes fitting were the most likely.       

 

Fig.181 Ordos and Xiongnu small ornaments 
Ordos (1-30): round belt hook with arced or dotted designs (1-8); circular accessories (9-13); 
linked-pearl appliqué (14-15); tube-shaped ornaments (16-22); flower discs (24-30).   
Xiongnu (31-33 and 36-39): openwork circular accessories from  Derestuy, B3 (31); Daodunzi, 
C3 (32); Lijiataozi, C4 (33); tube-shaped ornaments from Daodunzi. C3 (36-37); spoon-like 
garment hooks from Lvolga, B6 (38-39)   
Tagar culture (34, 35, and 40): openwork circular accessories (34-35); garment hook (40).  
(34, 35, and 40 from Wu 2008, p. 332, fig. 204; other extracted from figures of Group A-C). 
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 To conclude, the Huns might indeed possess some eastern art, but the majority of 

their artistic contexts followed a European barbarian fashion.           

   

  

       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.182 The decorative art during Hunnish time 
Granulated edges with precious stone or glass (1-4): Šamsi, F1 (1-2); Hochfelden, G13 (3); Engels, 
F7 (4). 
Cross-shaped stone inlay from Kalinin, F11 (5).  
Accouterments with colssine designs (6-13): Lengyeltóti, G22 (6); Novoivankovka, F4 (7); 
Jakuszowice, G28 (8); Kislovodsk-Lermontovskaja, F13 (9); Novogrigor'yevka, F12 (10); Kapolcs, 
G10 (11); Lébény, G25 (12); Pyatigorsk-Kugul, F3 (13). 
Belt buckles with corrugated texture (14-17): Marchegg, G2 (14); Dindesti, G11 (15); Taurapilis, 
G20 (16); Kislovodsk-Lermontovskaja, F13 (17). 
Belt buckle with geometric patterns (18~22): Novoivankovka, F4 (18); Taurapilis, G20 (19); 
Lengyeltóti, G22 (20); Jakuszowice, G28 (21); Kišpek, F10 (22). 
Flower discs (23-24): Pannonhalma, G24 (23); Kišpek, F10 (24). 
Gold scaliform saddle fittings (25-27): Kislovodsk-Lermontovskaja, F13 (25); Pannonhalma, G24 
(26); Novogrigor'yevka, F12 (27). 
Tube-shaped ornaments (28~31): Mannheim-Neckerau, G32 (28-30); ): Ningxia, northwest China 
(31) 
(1-2  from Kožomberdieva & Kožomberdiev & Kožemjako 1998; 3-30 from Bodo 1998, Taf. 2 , 6, 13, 
15,17, 38, 57, 60, 76, 92, 97, 98, 104, 108, 111, 112, 115, 116, and 120; 31 from Wu 2008, fig. 103).  
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-5.10 Bronze Cauldrons 

Cauldrons are bronze vessels that were widely used by Eurasian nomads during 

the 8th century BC to the 5th century AD (Teng 2002, p.34).  Geographically, their 

presence covered all over Eurasian continent, from the westernmost Hungarian Plain to 

the easternmost Manchuria Plain in northeastern China. Cauldrons were used as cooking 

utensils because most of specimens had layers of charcoal on their bodies, and sometimes 

there were burned animal bones inside (Bu & Chen 1992, p. 4). Cauldrons were usually 

cast in two handles that could be hung above the campfire for cooking or boiling food, 

and they also can be functioned as storage containers. Cauldrons were also easily to be 

carried around when nomads needed to migrate for the fresh pasture (Fig. 183). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In China, the earliest cauldron, discovered from Shaanxi province, northwest 

China during the 8th century BC, contained two single-knob round lugs, the 

hemispherical body, and the short, thin stand (Fig. 184-1) Afterwards, bronze cauldrons 

developed into different types that varied in the designs of bodies or stands, such as bell-

shaped cauldrons (Fig. 184-4-5), cauldrons with conical (e.g. Fig. 184-10), trumpet-head 

(e.g. Fig. 184-27) or no stands. Generally speaking, the majority of cauldrons in China 

measure 19-41 cm in height, but some of them are merely as tall as 6-7 cm (e.g. Fig. 184-

21-27). Teng (2002) perceives that the large type of cauldrons was mostly discovered 

Fig.183  Ceramic stature from the Gold 
Bell Tomb at Kyongju, Korea, showing 
how the cauldron be carried by nomads 
(from Maenchen-Helfen 1973, p. 55) 
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from hoards rather than graves, and the small cauldrons were widely buried inside the 

tombs. Therefore, postulates that those tiny specimens would be probably  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

utilized as ritual vessels and the big ones were for practical purposes.   

 In the west, the northern Caucasus area during the 8th to 7th centuries BC yielded 

a bronze cauldron with single-knob, ring-shaped handles, the hemispherical body, and the 

high, conical support (Fig. 185-1). This piece was assumed to be associated with proto-

Scythian culture (Guo 1999, p. 123). Furthermore, Sarmatians, Sauromatians and Saka in 

the 5th century BC also utilized their own style of cauldrons (Fig. 185-2-19) 

Spasskaia (1956, p. 160) commented that the copper components in bronze 

cauldrons corresponded to local copper ore, which indicated that the vessels were cast 

where they were discovered. This attribute rules out the possibility of cauldrons as trade 

goods, and they represented the most authentic element of nomadic culture. Therefore, 

Fig.184 Chinese bronze cauldrons during the 8th to 5th centuries BC. 
(From Teng 2002 fig. 1 and 8) 
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here bronze cauldrons are considered as daily implements that were transported alongside 

with the migrations of eastern nomads. Thanks for the dedicated archaeologist Érdy 

(1995), who traveled around China, Xinjiang, Mongolia, Russia, and Europe to observe 

various cauldrons collected by all kinds of museums, and published a painstaking paper 

to conclude a gradual migration route from China to Europe taken by the Xiongnu. Most 

of data I used in the following discussion will be based on his paper, but I do come up 

with some my own perspectives out of them.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.185 Bronze cauldrons outside China during the 8th to 5th centuries BC 
Scythian culture (1-2); early Sarmatians (3-4); Sauromatian Period (5); middle Sarmatians (6-8); 
late Sarmatians (9-11); Saka era (12-16); Tranbaikal (17-18); western Mongolia (19) 
(1 from Teng 2002, p. 45, fig. 11; 3-11 from Kimball 1995, p. 110, fig. 16, p. 129, fig. 30, p. 143, 
fig. 12, and p. 156, fig. 15; 13, 14, and 16 from Guo 1999, p. 144, fig. 12; 2, 12, 15, 17, and 19 
from Wu 2008, p. 189,  fig. 117; 18 from Érdy 1995, p. 82, tab. 5-1) 
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First of all, I would like to make some notes of the criteria to classified bronze 

cauldrons in terms of the handle type, the body shape, the decoration, and the stand 

variation. I identify two main cauldron handles as the round and rectangular groups, and 

each of group contains several subclasses. The round handles (Fig. 186-1-6) could be cast 

in the loop or ring based on the distinction that the latter form curves inward intensely 

nearby the rim of the cauldron. The looped lugs can be further divided into several types 

according to the different additions: single knob, three-knobs, single mushroom-like knob, 

and three-mushroom-like knobs. Likewise, the ringed lugs consist of the same variations 

as the looped handles have except for three-knobbed type. 

 On the other hand, the rectangular group (Fig. 186-6-12) is composed of the plain 

rectangular, double archaed rectangular, double arched rectangular with flanked additions, 

single knobbed rectangular, three-knobbed rectangular, three-knobbed rectangular with 

sided additions, and flat mushroom rectangular (defined by Érdy 1995).  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The second classification is the body shape, which can be basically identified as 

either squat or elongated classes (Fig. 187). If the bodies of those fat vessel curve inward 

closed to the mouths, they are ball-shaped, otherwise they are hemispherical. Similarly, 

those gracile cauldrons could be either egg-like or cylindrical shapes based on the bend of 

walls. The third criterion depends on differences in cauldron bases (Fig. 188). Cauldrons 

Fig.186 Handle types of bronze cauldrons 
Loop (1); ring (2); single-knob round (3); one-mushroom round (4); three-knob 
round (4); three-mushroom round (6); rectangular (7); three-knob rectangular (8); 
double arched rectangular (9); double arched rectangular with three knobs and 
additions (10) double arched rectangular with additions (11); flat mushroom 
rectangular (12).   
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can by supported by fully-closed or openwork stands, and in some cases without stands 

(flat bottom).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

  

 
 

 

Fig.187 Shapes of cauldron bodies 
Cylindrical (1); egg-like (2); hemispherical (3); 
ball-shaped (4).   

Fig.188 Forms of cauldron stands 
Closed (1); openwork (2); flat-bottom (3) 

Fig.189 Map showing the distribution of bronze cauldrons over the Eurasia 



 

 207 

Fig. 189 shows the overall 177 cauldron specimens distributed over the Eurasian 

continent. Most of them are dated between the 3rd century BC and the 4th century AD, but 

some cauldrons are older. I modified Érdy’s geographical classifications of these 

cauldrons and reassigned them to nine regions: (a) the northeastern China, (b) the Ordos 

cultural zone, (c) Mongolia and Transbaikal, (d) Xinjiang in west China, (e) the Yenisei 

River area, (f) the Syr-Amu darya interfluvial, (g) the Ob River area, (h) the Voglu-Ural 

area, and (i) the Don-Danube area.  

a . Northeastern China 

  This region has six assemblages with a variety of designs (Fig. 190) The a1 

contains two examples with single or three knobbed looped handles as well as flat bottom 

or the openwork stand. The a2 cauldron, with the openwork stand, bears double-arched 

rectangular lugs with two sided points, and it is adorned with multiple lines around the 

rim and Y-shaped patterns on the body, which divide the cauldron into four portions. The 

a3 and a4 speicmens all have looped handles with either the flat bottom or the openwork 

support. In general, all vessels from this region belong to elongated cauldrons.  

  The dating of cauldrons in this group is mainly based on the research done by  Bu 

& Chen (1992). They conclude that in China the openwork stands appeared by the 3rd 

century BC and flat-bottom cauldrons were developed approximately at the same time. 

Furthermore, a4 cauldrons were unearthed from Xianbei burials and Xianbei has been 

recognized as the nomadic tribe who began to inhabit in the northeastern China during 

the Han dynasty (Lin 1986, p. 109). Therefore, those finds might be credited to Xianbei 

people between the second century BC and the first century AD.     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.190 Cauldrons in the northeastern China (region a) 
Liaoning province (a1); Laoheshen, Jilin province (a2); Hubiral, Jilin province (a3); 

 Dasaihu, 1st century AD(a4).  
(a1~a3 from Érdy 1995, p. 94, tab.6.7 and 6.8; a4 from Bu & Chen 1992, fig. 1) 
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b. The Ordos cultural zone 

 In this region we encounter an overwhelmingly list of various cauldrons that make 

it difficult to classified them at the first place (Fig. 191). Instead of analyzing them piece 

by piece, I only would like to concentrate on those Xiongnu types of cauldrons. First of 

all, as I mentioned above, cauldrons with openwork stands or flat bottoms came to exist 

during the Han dynasty (202BC-220AD), and thus specimens without these two features 

belonged to the early dates which are not in our concern. Moreover, b1 selected from our 

Xiongnu site A14 has a flat bottom, so at least the Xiongnu had already used this kind of 

cauldron during the 3rd century BC.  The openwork stand might also contribute the 

Xiongnu because its appearance corresponded to the rise of the Xiongnu regime in 

northern China and Mongolia. In addition, b18-1 and b18-2 from  Xiongnu site D1 are 

iron cauldrons equipped with the flat bottom or double-arched rectangular lugs. Therefore, 

we can be certain that the arched handle is one of the elements of the Xiongnu type 

cauldrons.  
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There is one more feature worth discussing here, which is the Y-shape ornament on the 

body (e.g. b11-9, b11-10, b11-12, b11-15, b11-19, b15, b16-3, b16-4, b17, and b21-1) 

although the vertical line of the Y in fact is the casting mark. This unique decorating 

technique is credited to the Xiongnu and we will see the reason when moving onto the 

next region in Mongolia and Transbaikal. 

Fig.191 Ordos bronze cauldrons (region b) 
Shenmu County, 3rd century BC (b1); Shenmu County (b2); Yukin diqu (b3); Suide county (b4); 
Zhidan (b5); Chang'an (b6);  Xi'an Museum (b7); Baoji county (b8); Chunhua county (b9); Northern 
Xi'an (b10); strayed finds in Ordos (b11); Erlanhugou, 1st century AD (b12),  Narin (b13); Togtoh 
county (b14); Tian miliang (b15); Hohhot (b16);  Chifeng (b17);  Budongdou, 1st century AD (b18);  
Uxinqi (b19);  Horinger county, 5th century AD (b20); Gansu (b21);  Datong, Shanxi (b22) Shangma, 
Shanxi (b23);  Xingtang, Hebei (b24);  Zhangjiakou, Hebei (b25);  Xibozi,Yanging county, 7th 
century BC (b26).  

(all from Érdy 1995, p. 86-93, tab. 6-1-6-6). 
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 Because the Ordos region yielded such considerable cauldrons, we are able to 

observe the metallurgical methods of making them. Érdy (1995) had examined numerous 

cauldrons from China to the central Europe, and he concluded that they were applied the 

same casting technique. The smaller ones were produced in two pieces (piece mold 

casting), and the larger ones, such as the majority of flat mushroom specimens, Y-

patterned examples, or big flat-bottom vessels were cast in four portions.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.192 Bronze cauldrons in Mongolia and Transbaikal (region c) 
Upper Lena, 7th century BC (c1) Lvolga, 1st century BC (c2);  Sharagol (c3);  Derestuy, 1st century 
BC (c4); Sava (c5); Kiren (c6); Shchukin island (c7); Kiran river (c8); Dulga-ul (c9); Ulan bator 
(c10); Naynatology (c11);  Noin-Ula (c12); unknown (c13) unknown (c14); Buerhantuolegai (c15). 
(c15 from Торьат, Ц. et. al. 2003, p. 225, fig. 63 and p. 235, fig. 73; others from Érdy 1995, p. 82, 
tab. 5) 
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c. Mongolia and Transbaikal 

 Now we are officially entering the most representative region where enormous  

Xiongnu elite cemetery complexes have been already discussed in preceding section (Fig. 

191). The cauldrons (c2, c4, c12, and c15) from the Xiongnu sites have Y-shaped 

decorations, handles with the looped, rectangular or the additive arched rectangular forms 

as well as openwork stands, which all testify that they were indeed used by the Xiongnu. 

Although other cauldrons are stayed finds, we can assign some of them to the Xiongnu 

type based on features of the Xiongnu cauldrons.  However, cauldrons with ring-form 

handles with mushroom-like knobs (c6, c7, and c10) are not considered as the Xiongnu 

type, and we will confront them more frequently in the Yenisei River area.  

 

d. Xinjiang in west China 

Xinjiang (Fig. 193) yielded the most wondrous bronze cauldron (d1) that was cast 

in flat mushroom lugs and numerous raised partitions around the rim, the characteristics 

only   existed in European specimens (region i). Érdy (1995, p 46) marks that though the 

the designs of this cauldron highly resemble European finds, it reserved some traits 

affected by foreign factors. The zigzag pattern under the handle might learn from the 

cauldron the Minusinsk Basin (e1-9), and decorative lines around the rim are associated 

with cauldron a2 in northeastern China. In addition, historians informed us that some 

Xiongnu tribes still pastured their herds in Xinjiang in 151AD (Lin 1986, p. 113), Érdy 

assigned d1 in the date of the second half of the second century AD.  Nonetheless, he did 

not explain why flat mushroom type of cauldrons suddenly appeared in western China 

given the fact that they were introduced into Europe by the Huns during the 4th century 

AD (Takács 1925).  I will provide a tentative explanation in the latter discussions.  

Other cauldrons (d2 and d30) do not carry typical attributes of the Xiongnu 

cauldrons, but judged by their fully closed stands and plain deigns, they would not be 

latter than the 3rd century BC.  

 

 

 



 

 212 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.193 Bronze cauldrons in Xinjiang, west China 
Urumqi (d1); Hami (d2); Ili river (d3) 

(all from Érdy 1995, p. 81, tab. 4) 



 

 213 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

e. The Yenisei River area (Fig. 194) 

This region covered three geographical settings: the Minusinsk Basin on the east 

bank of Yenisei River, the Tuva, and the Altai. Érdy (1995) identified all Minusinsk 

cauldrons as the Xiongnu types but he was mistaken. Plenty of scholars have confirmed 

that these cauldrons belonged to Tagar culture, existing from 800 – 100BC (Jettmar 1967, 

p. 72-78) , and the majority of Tagar cauldrons were dated between the 6th to 4th centuries 

BC (Wu 2008, p. 190).  

Fig.194 Bronze and ceramic cauldrons from Yenisei River area (region e) 
Minusinsk (e1); Yeniseisk (e2); Lake Teletskoe, Altai (e3); Chernaia, Altai (e4); Pazyryk, 
Altai, 4th century BC (e5); Gorno-Altaysk, Altai (e6); Angara Steppe (e7); Tuva Kokel (e8),T 
uva (e9);  NW Mongolia (e10). 

(all from Érdy 1995, p. 76-80, tab. 3) 
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Furthermore, after reviewing all samples in Fig. 194, most of them do not bear 

characteristics of the Xiongnu cauldrons with openwork stands, Y-shaped décor, flat 

bottoms, and arched rectangular lugs. Apparently, Minusinsk cauldrons were produced 

by Tagar indigenous inhabitants, not the Xiongnu. Tagar cauldrons feature ring-form 

handles with mushroom-like knobs and the bodies adorned with multiple horizontal 

raised lines. This style can be traced back to 700 – 600 BC based on the e1-24 specimen 

(Wu 2008, p. 191). Moreover, rock petroglyphs in the Minusinsk area further testify the 

use of various types of cauldron among Tagar residents (Érdy 1995, p. 27). Cauldrons in 

the rock engravings (Fig. 195) from Podkamen (H1), Boiar Mountain (H3), Kizil Kaya 

(H4), Sulyek (H5) included practically all variations in Fig. 194, particularly two 

specimens with one ornamented by the zigzag patterns (Fig. 194-e1-9 and Fig. 195-2).  

and the other of one looped and one rectangular handles (Fig. 195-3).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

I believe that the zigzag design was the local creation happened three times in the 

Minusinsk area, but seldom in other regions. And the flat-bottomed cauldron with 

″asymmetric″ lugs in Great Boiar was first noticed by Érdy (1995) and he interpreted it as 

a ceremonial vessel because the person on the left had six fingers, and the person on the 

right wore ritual ″inverted-pearl ″headgear. Both of attributes account for the shaman 

Fig.195 Cauldron images on the rock engravings. 
(from Érdy 1996, p. 88, fig. 11) 
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profession (Érdy 1995, p. 29). Then, he purposes that this symbolic cauldron is the same 

as b12-2 with the identical handle design. However, b12-2 has been recognized as the 

find from the first-century Xianbei tomb (Wu 2008, p. 326), and the reason why the 

Xianbei cauldron was described in Minusinsk rock petroglyph remains undetermined 

Cauldrons e3 and e4 from the Altai vicinity are the most crucial transitional 

developments between arched rectangular and flat mushroom handles (Érdy 1995, p. 42) 

and I will elaborate the rationales latter. e5 and e8 are equipped with flanked handles, 

which might be stylistically related to Saka culture where we already find abundant 

parallels (Fig. 185-12-16).  Other essential cauldrons are from Kokel kurgans (200BC – 

200AD) in Tuva. Archaeologists unearthed plenty of ceramic cauldrons, ranging 15 to 25 

cm in height (Fig. 194, e9-3-13). They also included a couple of transitional knobbed 

rectangular lugs (Fig. 194 e9-7-13) that would contribute to the evolutionary history of 

flat mushroom handle types in Europe. Érdy (1995, p. 26) believes that these ceramic 

cauldrons were made out of real bronze counterparts that were too precious to be buried 

in graves.    

f. The Syr-Amu Darya Interfluvial 

 In central Asia we discovered three articles of cauldrons that manifest some 

cultural connections with other regions (Fig. 196) Two cylindrical ceramic cauldrons 

from Syu Darya have rectangular handles and dot-like patterns on the surface, which 

might resemble the one from the Volga-Ural area (Érdy 1995, p. 21). Moreover, a 

fragment of the flat mushroom lug from Amu Darya inspires Érdy to come up with an 

interesting historical perspective. He assigns this handle to Hephthalites, also known as 

White Huns, who prospered in central Asia during the 5th to 6th centuries AD.  

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.196 Cauldrons from 
central Asia.  
Narinzhanbaba (f1); Syr Darya 
(f2).  
(from Érdy 1995, tab. 2-17 and 
3-20) 
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g. The Ob River Area (Fig. 197) 

 This region occupies the west Siberia until the foot of the Ural Mountains. We 

can observe the close relationship between the Ob river cauldrons and the Yenisei ones in 

terms of mushroom-like rings as well as the ornaments of raised lines on the bodies 

(g4~g6). g4 possesses nearly identical zigzag patterns and Y-shaped décor to e1-10 from 

the Minusinsk Basin (Érdy 1995, p. 19). Érdy also comments that g7 is similar to e1-1 in 

design, and g8 & g9 seem to be the bronze prototypes of those ceramic cauldrons (e9-3 

and e9-4) in Tuva. All these similarities confirm a certain cultural interaction between 

region e and g. Additionally, g10 was found from a late Sarmatian burial on the southern 

foot of the Ural mountain, which carries mushroom-like loops and the narrow stand.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.197 Bronze cauldrons in the Ob River vicinity (region g) 
Sadrin (g1);Tyumen (g2); Kurgansk (g3); Kurgansk (g4); Tobolsk (g5); Omsk (g6); Omsk 
(g7); W.Siberia (g8); W.Siberia (g9); Magnitogorsk, late Sarmatian period (g10). 
 (g10 from Koryakova & Epimarkhov 2007, p. 247, fig. 6-16; others from Érdy 1995, p. 73 
tab. 2-4, p.74-75, tab.2-9-16) 
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h. Voglar-Ural River Area 

 Now we are officially stepping into the European cauldrons that combine both 

western and eastern characteristics (Fig. 198). The gracile cylindrical body with nearly 

vertical wall (h1-h2) is the signature of the typically Hunnish cauldrons we will see in the 

next region.  

Cauldrons that were cast in four potions and adorned with pendant-like patterns 

and rectangular or mushroom-like rectangular handles foresee the general decorations 

and flat mushroom lugs among European Huns (Érdy 1995). Some cauldrons still reserve 

eastern makeup in terms of zigzag motifs and looped lugs with three knobs(h3 and h4). 

On the whole, the Volgar-Ural region is the birthplace where the Hunnish cauldrons 

started to form.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.198 Bronze cauldrons in the Vogla-Ural area (region h). 
Osoka (h1); Syktyvkar (h2); Perm (h3); Cistopolsk (h4); Orenburg (h5); Temir (h6). 

h1, h3, and h5 are Hunnish style. 
(from Érdy 1995, p.73-74, tab.2-1-8) 
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i. The Danube-Don river (Fig. 199) 

Takács (1925) had identified the cauldron with flat mushroom handles as the 

Hunnish cultural legacy. Sometimes those flat mushrooms would be cast to attach to each 

other for the firmess of the handles (e.g. i1, i3, i9, and i14). Furthermore, pedent-like 

ornaments and numerous partitions around the rim, which are probably associated with 

the Hunnish jewelry design (Fettich 1940). The metallurgical method of the Hunnish 

cauldron is pretty primitive. The components of copper alloy are unevenly mixed, and at 

some spots the pure copper can be detected (Maenchen-Helfen 1973, p. 321).  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.199 Hunnish types of bronze cauldrons in Europe (region i) 
Törtel (i1); Várpalota (i2); Tolna (i3); Vienna (i4); Komarno (i5); Benešov (i6); Jakuszowice (i7); 
Western Oltenia (i8); Desa (i9); Hotarani (i10); Celeisucidava (i11); Ioneşti (i12); Bosneagu (i13); 
Shestachi (i14); Ivanovskoe (i15); Habaz (i16); Simferopol (i17); Parutino (i18) 
(i1, i2, i4, i5, i6, i8, i10, i11, i13, and i15 from Érdy 1995, p. 69-72, tab. 1; others from Anke 1998, 
Taf. 33-35).  
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Overall, I summarize both Xiongnu and Hunnish types of cauldrons in Table. 4. 
   Table. 4. Attributes of the Xiongnu and Hunnish cauldrons 

Type Handle Stand Decoration Body shape 

Xiongnu 
rectangular or  

arched rectangular 
(occasionally looped) 

openwork or 
flat bottom 

raised lines or  
Y-shaped patterns 

egg, ball,  
or cylindrical 

Hunnish rectangular or  
flat mushroom rectangular

closed or flat 
bottom 

zigzag bands 
geometric patterns 

partitions  
pendant-like décor  

cylindrical 

 After roughly investigating the different types of cauldrons in various regions, our 

next mission is to cross-compare them in order to see whether any possible migration 

routes taken by the Xiongnu are available based on four variables I discussed above (the 

handle, the stand, the shape, and the décor).  

Handle types 

 Fig. 200-1 shows the overall distribution of round lugs across the Eurasian 

continent, and they are further divided into looped or ring shapes. Although both the 

Ordos (region b) and the Minusinsk (region e) contain looped and ring-form handles, 

their contexts are quite different. As a matter of fact, the quantities of ring-type cauldrons 

in the Ordos are really rare. Cauldrons with mushroom-like rings have been verified as 

Xianbei products during the 5th century AD, a date closed to the very end of cauldron 

application among nomads (Érdy 1995, p. 87). Only b11-6 and b11-7 are able to be 

recognized as having ring-form lugs. As a result, the Ordos might be the birthplace of 

looped-handle cauldrons not only because of their quantity but also the some early 

examples illustrated in Fig. 184.  

 On the contrary, cauldrons from the Minusinsk area had developed ring handles 

since the 8th century BC (see e1-24 in Fig. 194), and it continually yielded such type of 

cauldrons in huge quantity for centuries. The Minusinsk style further influenced the 

neighboring areas, such as the Tuva, Lake Baikal, and Mongolia, and thus I believe that 

the Xiongnu cauldrons were bound to carry certain features of the Minusinsk specimens. 

As we will see latter, the Xiongnu indeed imitate Minusinsk decorating technique but not 

their ring-form handles. As shown in Fig. 200-1, while cauldrons with round lugs are 

pretty common in Asia, only two of them are present in the west of the Ural mountains. 
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When we advance towards the eastern and central Europe where the political core of the 

Huns was situated during the late 4th to the 5th centuries AD, round handles are 

Fig.200 Map showing the spatial distribution of round handles 
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completely wiped out. This phenomenon implies that the round lugs cannot provide a 

gradual evolution between the Xiongnu and Hunnish cauldrons, and the key to our 

question will inevitably fall upon rectangular handles.    

Though round handles does not fulfill our task to explain the origin of the 

Hunnish cauldrons, the mushroom-like protrusions on the lugs first appeared in the 

Minusinsk area. The specimens from Ordos, Xinjiang, Lake Baikal, or western Siberia 

were used in latter dates. The mushroom-like motif, according to my observation, might 

represent an emblem for ritual ceremonies. The large petroglyph from the Argoa 

Mountain depicts a mushroom-head plant along with five robbed shamans, which 

probably records a ceremonial scene (see Fig. 122). Mushroom-like cauldrons in other 

rock engravings are also frequently accompanied by the shamanic priests (Érdy 1996). 

Based on extant archaeological evidence, cauldrons with mushroom-shaped handles were 

originated from the Minusinsk Basin.  

 Cauldrons with rectangular handles are of the most important clue to reconstruct 

possible migration routes taken by the Xiongnu to Europe. As illustrated in Fig. 200, 

inside the Xiongnu domain (region b and c) we can perceive rectangular lugs with plain, 

arched, or arched-additive designs. It is uncertain whether there is any successive relation 

among these three variations, but the dating of them seems to indicate their coexistence. 

 In Fig. 201-1, we can observe that the Altai vicinity served as a transformation 

center where the Xiongnu type cauldrons started to evolve into knob-like or mushroom-

like tips. First of all, probably due to the mushroom-like handles in the Minusinsk area 

(Fig. 201-2), both Xiongnu arched rectangular lugs with our without additions were 

turned into e3, e4, and e9-12 in the Altai region where Xiongnu also reserved the pure 

rectangular lugs (e10). Then, the developments of handles followed three distinct 

scenarios. The first developing line began from e3 and e9 in Fig. 201-1, passed through 

the western Siberian steppe and Yekaterinburg Gap (point Y) in the Ural ranges, and 

eventually arrived h3 by the Kama River (Érdy 1995, p. 32). However, e3 were installed  

with three knobs, but h3 merely with one, which made it difficult for us to stylistically 
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Fig.201 Map illustrating the dissemination of various rectangular handles 
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connect them together. This route suggested by Érdy sounds problematic.  

 Another scenario is also proposed by Érdy (1995) illustrated in Fig. 201-2-3. 

Cauldron e4 were transformed into three-knobbed handles under the influence of the 

Minusinsk mushroom-like lugs in the north, but the sided additions of e4 still remained 

pointed. Next, the e4 type of cauldrons moved along the southern part of the western 

Siberian steppe, and kept in touch with mushroom-shaped handles in the north. When 

reaching the southern Urals, the flanked points of e4 developed into the knob shape (h5), 

but still attached to the main handles with three knobs. Finally, the complete form of flat 

mushroom cauldrons appeared in the Don River (i15), and the sided additions were 

independently cast in separated pieces. This migration route (Fig. 202), backed by 

archaeological finds, provides a feasible association between the Xiongnu and the Huns. 

However, the only defect of this theory lies in the total absence of arched rectangular lugs 

with knobs in western Siberia, which gives us a impression that the Xiongnu immigrants 

did not stay that area very long.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Érdy did not consider one more migration route (Fig. 203) that can be deduced by 

the pure rectangular lugs, initiating from e10 in the Altai, moving along the steppe zone 

to reach f2 in Syr darya, passing through the southern Urals to arrive h1 by the Volga 

River, stopping by the northern Black Sea (i18), and finally advancing to i7 on the 

northern foot of the Carpathian mountains. This version looks compatible with what 

historians had informed us of the westbound journey of the Xiongnu (Chi 1978, Xiao 

Fig.202 Migration route 2 based on the development of additive rectangular handles 
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1977, and Lin 1986). The northern Xiongnu were severely defeated by the Han army in 

the Altai region in 91AD, and the Chanyu led his tribesmen to the vicinity of the Wusun 

nation. Then the Chanyu selected sturdy warriors to move westwards to the Kangju 

nation, and eventually entered the domain of the Alanic tribes where the Xiongnu were 

first known as the Huns (see Fig. 201-3).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Nonetheless, the two specimens with flat mushroom tips (f1 and d1) seem to 

contradict the continuity of the Xiongnu migration. Érdy (1995) assigned the flat 

mushroom from Amu Darya belonged to Hephthalites (the white Huns) and the one from 

Xinjiang was from the Xiongnu during the 2nd century AD, which means that the 

Xiongnu already developed Hunnish type of cauldrons without going through the gradual 

transformation we have discussed above. As a result, I am inclined to give d1 a latter date 

around the 4th to 5th centuries AD, and it was owned by Hephthalites whose impact 

covered some part of Xinjiang regions during their heyday.          

 

Forms of cauldrons support 

 Fig. 204 indicates that fully-closed stands were distributed all over the Eurasian 

continent, especially the regions west of the Minusinsk Basin.  The Hunnish cauldrons 

were exclusively cast in closed support which were usually broken off or missing when 

being unearthed. The openwork stands probably corresponding to the rise of the Xiongnu 

Empire primarily concentrated on the eastern portion of steppe zone, Mongolia, 

Fig. 203 Migration route 1 based on the development of rectangular handles 
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Transbaikal, and Ordos in particular. The only one specimen, located in the western 

Siberia, was decorated with zigzag lines and Y-shaped patterns, which symbolized a 

combination of the Minusinsk and Xiongnu elements (I will elaborate this point in the 

latter section). Nonetheless, the openwork support never made it pass the Ural moutains 

to reach the lands of the Huns, so we lost track of the Xiongnu migration route in this 

regard.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The flat-bottom cauldrons were also the new innovation compared to the closed 

ones. The Xiongnu in Ordos already used this style of cauldron since the 3rd century BC. 

The westbound movement of flat-bottom cauldrons might start from c9 in Mongolia, 

through e4 and g10, and finally arriving h5. However, those flat vessels varied in shapes 

and handle types, which make us hard to believe any successive correlation between them.      

As a result, stand variations of cauldrons are incapable of reflecting the Xiongnu-Hun 

continuity.  

Fig.204 Map showing the spread of  varied cauldron stands 
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Body shapes 

 Fig. 205 shows cauldrons with a variety of body shapes in both region b and e, 

which may explain complexity of nomadic components among those areas. The Xiongnu 

cauldrons in region c are mainly composed of egg-form, ball-shaped, or cylindrical 

bodies. The only three hemispherical specimens may account for the Minusinsk influence 

based on the ring-form handles. When moving westward, cylindrical cauldrons are nearly 

gone in the region g , but they reappear on the western side of the Urals. The Hunnish 

cauldrons were completely cast in cylindrical shape but with almost vertical walls which 

we could not find any parallels in the east. As a result, from the Xiongnu in Mongolia to 

the Huns in eastern Europe, the cylindrical cauldrons present a discontinuous 

development that presents us from drawing any conclusion about their affinity.      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.205 Map illustrating the distribution of cauldron with diverse shapes 
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Ornamental styles 

 From the Xiongnu sites in Noin Ula (c12) and Buerhantuolegai (c15), we 

conclude that the Xiongnu used the cauldrons adorned with Y-shaped patterns which 

were spread over the northeastern China and Ordos regions. In Fig. 204, we can also 

perceive this style of decoration invading the Minusinsk Basin and the Altai mountains 

and as far as the western Siberia (e.g., e7 and g6). Érdy (1995) suggests that during the 

stay of Y-patterned cauldrons in the Minusinsk and the Altai where cauldrons 

characterized with geometric designs (e.g., e1-9 and e1-12), the Xiongnu cauldrons 

mingled with the Minusinsk ones and turned into a fresh innovation with zigzag lines 

around the rim and Y- design on the body (e1-10). This style of cauldron also reached ad 

far as the western Siberia where we found an almost identical pattern on cauldron g2.   

 

 

 

Fig.206 Map illusrating the affinitive ornamental style between different regions 
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Crossing the Ural mountains we discovered a cauldron in the Kama river with Minusinsk 

zigzag motifs, which insinuated a new cultural element brought by a certain group of 

people from the Minusinsk Basin or the Altai. In the Volga River, h1 and h2 showed not 

only the pendant-like patterns, a typical ornamental style among the Hunnish cauldrons 

but also embossed triangles that resembled the one from the Altai (e3). Consequently, 

based on the body décor, the third migration route can be inferred (Fig. 207): from 

Mongolia and  Transbaikal, through the Minusinsk basin, the Altai, and western Siberia, 

then across the Yekaterinburg Gap (point Y) to the Kama River, and eventually to the 

Volga regions. This route has been mentioned during our discussion of the handle type, 

but it can be only confirmed in terms of body adornments.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

One may raise a question that out of these three possible scenarios which one was 

the true migration story of the Xiongnu. I would argue that each of them was adopted by  

different  groups among the former Xiongnu confederacy under different time periods.  

As I discussed in the section of the Xiongnu migration history, after the 

completely collapse of the northern Xiongnu regime in 91 AD, one group of the Xiongnu 

led by the Chanyu went on theire westward adventure. One group joined the new rising 

Xianbei confederacy in the second century AD, and some Xiongnu tribes kept harassed 

the Xinjiang areas until 151 AD when Han troops defeated them again. The final 

Fig.207 Migration route 3 based on body décor 



 

 229 

Xiongnu group, who still stayed in Mongolia after the escape of the Chanyu in 91 AD, 

was annexed by Juan-Juan in the early 5th century AD. All these historical narratives 

imply that the migrations of nomads kept happening as long as new political upheavals 

raised in the steppe areas. Therefore, those bronze cauldrons along these three different 

migration routes might contribute to all kinds of nomadic peoples who moved westwards 

during distinct time spans. We cannot be certain whether the owners of the Hunnish 

cauldrons were the direct decedents of the Xiongnu, but they indeed carried some 

characristics of the Xiongnu cauldrons in terms of handle types and decorations. Given 

the fact that the cauldrons of the Huns also had mushroom-like tips and geometric 

patternsfrom the Minusinsk Basin, I believe that the Huns were composed of various 

nomadic groups from the west who joined the Hunnish confederation in varied timings. 

The Xiongnu tribes might be the member of the Hunnish empire, but we do not know if 

they were on the leading position among the Hunnish political authority.     
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Conclusion 
 After investigating a variety of evidence, I would suggest two ways to answer my 

research question regarding the cultural affinity between the Xiongnu and Huns. From 

historical or ethnohistoric perspectives, these two peoples are culturally similar, but those 

resemblances were widely shared by other nomads as well. For instance, politically both 

the Xiongnu and the Huns formed tribal confederacies in which many tribes and clans 

had their own rulers. However, this political attribute can also be found in other nomadic 

regimes that followed such as the Xianbei and Avars. Furthermore, since pastoral 

nomadism was a common economic activity practiced by the steppe peoples, this 

production mode seems inappropriate to be used as a compartive criterion between the 

Xiongnu and the Huns. When it comes to warfare, we are informed that both the Xiongnu 

and Huns were excellent mounted archers. Other similarities, such as the shamanic belief, 

the disrespect of the elderly, and polygyny can all be observed across Eurasian nomadic 

cultures. The fact that steppe inhabitants had a lot of conventions in common reminds me 

of one passage Peisker (1924) once noted: 

The identical origin of all the mounted nomads of historic and modern times is 
also demonstrated by the identity of their entire mode of life, even in details and 
most trivial particulars, their customs, and their habits. One nomad is the 
counterfeit of the other. (p. 358-359). 

This characteristic of shared values among nomads prevents us from knowing the true 

cultural associations between the Xiongnu and the Huns even though broadly speaking, 

the Xiongnu and Huns implements similar conventions in terms of common political, 

economical, military, ethnohistoric, or religious performances. As Maenchen-Helfen 

(1945a, p. 224) remarked, ″It has to be proved that a particular feature of Hunnish 

civilization is to be found nowhere else but among the Xiongnu.″ Clearly, both 

historiography and ethnohistory fail to do the job, but they can define adequate 

frameworks for archaeological explorations.  

 When taking all material cultures we discussed above into consideration, we can 

learn that the Huns were culturally connected to the Xiongnu, and those similar cultural 

components seemed to be credited to different groups inside the Hunnish confideracy. In 

other words, the Hunnish empire consisted of numerous individual tribes or clans who 
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migrated from the central Asia at different times, and among those groups some of them 

might desecend from the members of the Xiongnu confederation. For instance, bronze 

mirrors, artificially deformed skulls, bone strips, long narrow-bladed swords with iron 

guards, and iron snaffle bits with rectangular fasterners that appeared as innovations 

during the late Sarmatian period (the 2nd to the 4th centuries AD) signify fresh elements 

brought by eastern nomads who invaded eastern Europe during this time (Koryakova & 

Epimakhov 2007, p. 250). During the Hunnish time, we are able to perceive some new 

elements of material culture that were totally unknown to Europe, such as long iron 

narrow-edged swords with massive rhombic-form cross guards, iron sabers, sheet metal 

in the forms of the ciacia and horse, dragon-head ornaments, and stone-built kurgans. 

Though we are not sure if those artifacts can be directly related the Xiongnu, but there is 

not doubt that the Huns originated somewhere in central Asia where the Xiongnu Empire 

once had a great impact.      

 In addition, the finds of bronze cauldrons throughout the Eurasian continent 

provide the most promising way to deduce likely migration routes adopted by the eastern 

nomads in which the Hunnish groups might be included. I have discussed three courses 

of westward movements based on the morphological developments of bronze cauldrons, 

which show that multiple nomadic groups followed different avenues in distinct periods 

to arrive at the Volga and Ural regions where the Hunnish confederacy gradually formed.   

This argument can be suggested by the political system and linguistic complexity of the 

Huns. For instance, Hunnish leaders, from Balamber, Uldin, Charton, to Octar and Ruga, 

did not seem to come from the same lineage, which might indicate that some leading 

tribes from the east arose time to time to compete for the dominant position among the 

Hunnish confederation. Besides, according to Maehchen-Helfen (1973, p. 376-443), the 

Hunnish names contained Turkish, Iranian, and Germanic elements, and the only 

Hunnish word the meaning of which is known, namely strava (″funeral″) can be 

interpreted as Slavic, Gothic, or Turkish. Consequently, both variations in politics and 

language testify to diverse groups that joined the Hunnish alliance during varied 

developmental stages of the Huns.  
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 On the whole, the Huns were culturally associated with the Xiongnu, or to be 

more specific, the Huns were the combinations of eastern nomads who migrated to 

eastern Europe at different times, and former members of the Xiongnu Empire were 

among those westbound nomadic tribes. These migrations contributed to the Hunnish 

material culture with eastern influences. Furthermore, these westward movements had 

already historically repeated themselves from Sarmatians along to Huns, Bulgars, Avars, 

Magyars, Turks, Mongolians, and Crimmean Tatars. In this regard, I consider that my 

way to interpret the Xiongnu-Hun relation could be applied to those nomads from the east.  

 The most promising research areas of the Xiongnu-Hun continuity will fall upon 

western Siberia and Kazakhstan through which where the major migration routes 

indicated by bronze cauldrons had passed. Therefore, it is particularly worthwhile to 

investigate areas in the Inner Asia where the westbound Xiongnu might transform 

themselves into a culturally different group of people who were latter known as the Huns.  

The more archaeological evidence could be found in western Siberia and Kazakhstan, the 

more accurate we could assure the Xiongnu-Hun connections.  
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