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RECENTLY DISCOVERED PAINTED IMAGERY OF 
HORSES WITH “GROOMS” AT AKCHAKHAN-KALA

Observations on their art, symbolic meaning and context

The murals of Akchakhan-kala: one of the major and most ancient corpora 
of wall paintings of pre-Islamic Asia 

The four fragments of wall painting in this study constitute an important 
addition to the already remarkably extensive corpus of murals discovered by the 
Karakalpak-Australian Expedition to Ancient Chorasmia (KAE) at the site of 
Akchakhan-kala. These new pieces share a common imagery, displaying horses, 

i  i     s s    sso i   i  i s o     s, o   oo s , 
standing beside them. Only the upper portions of these images are preserved. The 
fragments also share their context, since they once belonged to a larger mural 
composition that decorated the interiors of the perimetral corridor of the Central 
Building of Akchakhan-kala’s Ceremonial Complex (Fig. 1). The imagery of the 
corridor was part, in its turn, of the greater visual programme of the site. The 
Central Building is the most outstanding archaeological feature of this Ancient 
Chorasmian royal seat. The monument, as customary for the region, was entirely 
constructed in mud-brick and rammed clay blocks (pakhsa), with the exception 
of its stone column bases, (plastered) wooden column shafts, timber roof and 
framing. The interior of its walls was plastered in white and profusely painted with 
complex imagery. These murals, conceived around the 1st century BC – 1st century 
AD and experienced up to the 2nd century AD, were chosen by the Chorasmian 
king(s) of Akchakhan-kala to deliver a multi-faceted ideological message. To 
this point, the corpus has been dealt with in several papers (most recently in 
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Fig. 1 –  k k k l ,  o i l  o l   o i    s o s 
of the wall paintings fragments cited in the text (©KAE).
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the years 2015-2018) 1 in particular after the exceptional discovery, in the large 
hypostyle hall of the Central Building, 2 of the most ancient visual representations 
of anthropomorphic Avestan deities so far known. This discovery allowed us to 

s  s i  i io s  i     li io s  li i s    i s o  
  o s,   i     l  li io   o    io sl  o l  i li i   l
ss i   o o s i is  o     o s i s.    i ,  o o ,  o  
  o o s i  si i  o     k k k l   i o i   s l ,  i  

tangible support to the reconstruction of the faith of the Chorasmian elites. 
k k k l   i l   s o  o     os  si i  si s o     oli  o  

o s i  i  i s  l   i     io   ca.  i s         l      
AD). This royal seat was founded around the 2nd century BC and abandoned in 

      .  i  i s  i  s     ,  i   i s  o     s  
      s     ,  oi i i   i    s  o     i     io    

Ceremonial Complex underwent a thorough transformation of its architecture and 
o io .       o     ,  k k k l   s  o ,    s oil  

and robbed of most of its construction elements (e.g. the wooden features of its 
architecture) and of its valuable material, probably mostly to be reemployed in 

 s s   o l s  o   o k k l ,  i   s  o   s   ,  i  
by a new lord of the Akchakhan-kala ruling dynasty or by a new local dynast.  
Notwithstanding its spoliation, the archaeological investigation of Akchakhan-
kala is constantly delivering proof of its former splendour. 4 The profusely painted 
interiors of its main buildings were unsurprisingly left in place when the site was 
s .    i o i l  i   o     si   o s,  o     ol     s l , 
    i io  o   l      o is  i   o s i   io   o       

AD, 5  s    i s    o k k l     io sl  s s . 6 The Chorasmian 
is i   i io   i ss     k k k l ,  i   i s    o   i s   

s i li   s s i ,  lso s o s i o   s o   l   o i io s 

1. Betts et al. 2015; 2016; MinArdi et al. 2018; MinArdi 2018; Grenet 2018; Grenet 
and MinArdi 2021; see also yAGodin et al. 2009; Kidd 2012.

2. MinArdi et al. 2017.

.    i l  l   o     s   s   o   o k k l   o s  o   k    caesura 
i     i ss     k k k l       o s i   ,  s   s   i  

documents from Toprak-kala, seems to have started much earlier. For further details, 
see Minardi 2016b; 2018 with references; 2020b; on the abandonment of Akchakhan-
kala, see also dodson et al. 2015. However, the art of Toprak-kala delivers a new 

s ll is i   s i   MinArdi 2020b with references).

4. Kidd and Betts 2010; MinArdi 2016a; 2016c.

5. MinArdi 2018 with literature.

6. rApoport and nerAziK 1984; rApoport 1994 with references to previous Russian-
language literature.
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with their new inputs to the local arts, as well as echoes of a past belonging to an 
artistic background of which not much is yet known: besides a clear Achaemenid 
iconographic echo that has been detected in certain elements of Akchakhan-kala’s 
most sacred imagery, 7 selected Eastern Hellenistic formal elements, probably 
introduced by foreigner artisans and artists working for the local elite, also 
contributed to the development of an original Chorasmian Zoroastrian art. 8 This 

i  l  s s  o      is i   ss       o s i  
culture. In sum, Akchakhan-kala’s mural fragments, constituting one of the 

s   o i s  o   ll  i i s  o     l  si   io   i     l
K s   io ,    lli     oi  i     s     o l       is k   o  
  olo i l  i . 9 

Besides contributing on a broader level to a new understanding of the 
iconography and early use of mural art in Asia, the Chorasmian material is also 
helping to reassess old and superseded notions relative to the particular history 
and chronology of this polity. 10 It is also contributing to the construction of a new 
perspective on the religious history of pre-Islamic Central Asia, especially with 
regard to pre-Sassanian Zoroastrianism, thanks to the discovery of early colossal 
anthropomorphic depictions of Avestan gods, in association with the remains of a 

l    l . 11

7. MinArdi et al. 2018; MinArdi 2020a.

8. On the Hellenistic features of the Chorasmian material culture before Akchakhan-
k l     ,  s   MinArdi 2015, p. 87-95; on the painting and clay modelling 

i s  idem,  .      .      o  o   o o s i   , s  
Grenet 2018.

.   is  o  i  o     i  K s   o i io  o   o s i .      i  
i   s i     o  ,  s   o   i s   lo Muzio  ,  .   

    s s   is        so s  o   o  i     i     loss o  
  ls  i   o    s   i s o         .   is  s 

time to take into serious consideration that there is no archaeological ground for 
assuming that the thriving production of Buddhist stone reliefs was paralleled by a 
o l ss  i   i io  o   l  i i ,  o   o l l  los .     i ssio   is  
   i  o    so    o   i io   s   o   s i  

o   l  si     s  ll.   ,  .    s  o   ,   s o l   s 
let material evidence show us the way; and what material evidence tells us is that, 
during the reign of the Kushans, wall painting probably had a minor part in the 
is i   o   o     is   o s i s,  s  i   i   i  
o l i   o     o    o .  is  oi   s    l   k  

in MinArdi 2018, p. 106 (with reference to FiliGenzi 2006).

10. Started with MinArdi 2015.

11. sinisi et al. 2018.
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1. The new fragments

    s    ll  o   i     i l i l o  
corridor of the Central Building (Fig. 1). They partially display four distinct 
composite images belonging to two different murals: on the three discovered in the 
northern section of the perimetral corridor (northern corridor), there are a white, 

  o  o i l     o s s,  o i     oo s   Figs. 2-4). On the 
fourth fragment (Figs. 5-7), found in the western end of the southern section of the 
corridor (southern corridor), there is instead a single horse with a characteristic blue 
o   o   l   o s .    l   o s   s  ll  s  o   lis  

   is  o l    o   o   llo   i   i   l    infra), almost 
certainly forms part of a previously discovered painting scene, published in 2012, 

 l ll   s  o ssio  s   Kidd  .    o ssio  s , s o i  
men on foot preceded by horses, was found still partially in situ in the southern 
section of the western part of the perimetral corridor (western corridor), preserved 
only in its lower part much below the waist of the men depicted on it (Fig. 8). 

il     ll  s o io  o     l   o s   s  o l   i   ,   
fragments from the northern corridor are still undergoing conservation. 12 These 
pieces were discovered either in situ, on the wall, or, in the debris of the corridor 
walls with their painting layer facing upwards, circumstances that allowed their 
accurate 1:1 scale preliminary tracings. Since full cleaning of these images has 
still to be undertaken, their discussion should be considered as an interim one.  

The “blue horse” from the southern corridor (AK13 WP8)

  l   o s   o    so   o i o   is l s          k 
o     i l   o s   i  i   o l   Figs. 5-6). The maximum length and width 
of the fragment are respectively 0.7 m and 0.5 m, corresponding to a preserved 
painted area of ca.  .  s .  .  l o      o    i    s o l   is l  
the bit is unfortunately lost, the presence of the partially preserved reins, and the 
o iso   i    s i s o     o ssio  s   infra), shows that it did 

not wear a halter. The rather disproportionate head is less than life-size. It is small 
and elongated in relation to the strong neck, measuring ca.      o     i  
eye level to the mouth. 14 The colour of the coat is rendered in a blue-grey paint 

12. Excavated in 2014 and 2017.

. The cleaning and consolidation of their surfaces will certainly lead to the discovery 
o   o     ils,    o    isio  o  o s  is ss   .       s  
o   isi ili  o     s is  o    s i   o    i i   l sis. 

14. From poll to (supposed) mouth corner is about 45 cm. Speculations on the relation 
between this painted image and the breed of the horse depicted based on proportions 
are avoided here.
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Fig. 2 –  k k k l ,  li i     i  o   ll  i i   s  K    
    i   i l  o s io     ,  K .

Fig. 3 –  k k k l ,  li i     i  o   ll  i i     K    
i   i l  o s io     ,  K .
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Fig. 6 –  i l    i  o     l   o s   K .

Fig. 5 –  k k k l ,  o o  o   ll  i i     K      
s o io     l   o s ,  K .

Fig. 4 – Akchakhan-kala, preliminary 
1:1 tracing of wall painting fragment 
K     i   i l  o s io  

  ,  K .
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ls   l   olo  15, with a black hogged mane. The outline and ornamental 
details on the bridle are painted red, leaving the body of the harness the colour of 
the white background plaster. The solid-coloured reins are also red, delimited by 
l k  o o  li s.    l k  o o  li   li i s    ol   .    s 

are also presented by black lines, including the eye and some details of the skin, 
such as the folds on the curvature of the neck, the facial crest with the infraorbital 
region (given by a simple thick black line) and some other lesser preserved details 
o     i .    olo   o   i      ki  o   si o i  16 – is clearly 
apparent in some parts of the mane, the neck, and on the horse’s ears where the 
black paint is missing or was not overpainted. The image was drawn and painted 
o     i   l s   k o   i     a secco   i ,  i  is  s l  o    
site with a few exceptions. 17 

The horse’s bridle is elaborately ornamented with a band of geometric 
elements. These red-rendered elements, distinguished from one another by a 
line, consist of two rectangles lying over each other while sharing a side, thus 

i   i s o   oo s       lso  lo  i   s olis . 18 As already 
noted in previous publications, 19 the colour red was possibly used in the paintings 
o   k k k l   o  s   ol  o   il  o s  o   ls,    o  
exclusively, as for instance shown by the garments of the colossal gods). Thus, 
considering existing cases of ancient horses’ bridles decorated with gold elements, 
lo   i   is  ossi l   sso i io  o     i     o io  i     ll  i i s 

of the site, we may suppose that the headstall of the painted horse was intended as 
a precious one. 20 

Almost all the elements that constitute, even today, the basic set of straps 
o     o s s  i l      s   i l       s  i   is  o s i   i io  
crownpiece, browband (i.e., the strap that goes across the forehead), throatlatch, 
cheekpiece and nose band 21 (Fig. 7). As the lower part of the horse’s muzzle is 

15. On the use of this colour in the wall paintings of Akchakhan-kala, see yAGodin et 
al. 2009, p. 9.

16. MinArdi  ,  .    i   s.

17. MinArdi et al. 2018; MinArdi 2018, p. 110-112 with references.

18. This is a very ancient and simple non-Hellenistic pattern, recurrent, for instance, 
in some chlorite artefacts from Jiroft (Kerman area). It is also found as decorative 
pattern on the garments of several individual represented in the Apadana reliefs (see 
e.g. tiliA ,  s.  ,  ,    .

19. Betts et al.  ,  .  ,  .

20. Cf. e.g. Sarmatian horse harness held in the Azov Museum (schiltz 2001, p. 206-
,  o.  .  .  o o , Cyropaedia  .  ,    o s   i   ol  s   i l .

21. The Chorasmian nose band does not seem to be a psalion.
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lost, we have lost information regarding the bit and 
its attachment to the bridle and the reins. The reins 
partially survive in two portions of the fragment. It 
does not seem that this Chorasmian horse wears a 
chin piece, a practice instead customary, for instance, 
o     ks. 22 The arrangement of the headstall of 
  l   o s   lso  i s  o    o   lo  

centuries earlier by the Achaemenids, which 
very often also lacked the browband.  However, 
trappings not dissimilar to those of the Akchakhan-
k l   l     ill s   i   so   s oli  
bas-reliefs of the Apadana depicting horses lead by 
some western delegations (no. 6 and also nos. 19 and 
22). 24     o   ,    o i   l io  
o.    s  o s s  i   i s  i   si il  

to those employed by the Achaemenids (without 
browband), while the horses of the delegation of the 
Sakā tigraxaudā have trappings matching those of 

  si   o l  o s s. 
The element that most differentiates this specimen of Chorasmian bridle 

from all the above examples is the thick circular prometopidion (forehead 
ornament) attached to straps running diagonally across the horse’s head below 
the browband. These two crossing straps, and their prometopidion, are the most 
o i   l   o     s ll  o     l   o s .  o  o   o ls, 

smaller than the prometopidion   lik is   i  i   o l ,  i io ll   o  
the upper forehead and the frontal part of the animal’s nose, as they are attached 
s i l   o i s  o     os .    i   o l,    ll   isi l   o  
os , is  s   o    ss  oss s s      io     o i , 

throatlatch, browband, cheekpiece with one of the straps that crosses on the 
animal’s forehead). It is plausible that the design of this latter cross-like rosette, 
composed of four petals and four rays, was repeated on the two roundels on the 
browband and noseband which are of similar size. This design is similar to that 
o     o l  l s  i i   s s     o s    io s akinakes on 

22.  .  . .    o s     o   s  o   l s  o   s   si   i o  
(pAnAGiotis and lorBer  ,  .  .

. E. .    ki s  o s s  s   i       o   s olis  schMidt  , 
l.  .  o  o     si   o s s i     l   os i  o     o s  o      
  o ii    o  i   i ,    ll o       o ss  o s     o  

bands which indicates the perspective of the original artist and his ichnographic 
repertoire (as noted in BernArd and inAGAKi 2000, p. 1409-1410).

24. schMidt  ,  i s,  l.    k i s i s,  l.      i s,  l.     
Cf. Gropp  ,  s i l   i s,  i s    i s. 

Fig. 7 – Reconstructive 
sketch of the bridle gear of 
  k k k l s  l  

o s   i i .
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o   s os ,      o    o   o , o     oloss l  s   i i s 
of Akchakhan-kala, although without red-painted areas as in the gods. 25 Another 
o l   i   os ,  o  los , s o l      lo       io  o  

noseband and cheekpiece. 26 

25. Betts et al.  ,  l.    s o   ,  .     idem for exhaustive discussion of 
the motif.

26.  .  s       o   s i   s   o   l   o   l . 
Alexander’s steed wears a bridle ornamented with rosettes and a very prominent 
o lik  prometopidion.    is l  is  o   sso i   i     oss s s   s  

the recent siAno et al.  ,  .    .  i il   l i ,  l i   l i , prometopidia 

Fig. 9 – Detail of a Achaemenid style silver rhyton 
from the Erebuni Hoard (after treister 2015, 

.  .

Fig. 10 – Thracian silver gilt 
harness ornament from Ravnogor, 

Bulgaria (after MAzArov 
et al.  ,  .  .

Fig. 8 –  i l     i  o    i  si   o ssio  s   i   i l  o s io   
as documented in 2005 (©KAE).
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o  is   s i   s  s s   i  prometopidion, we should add the 
red-rendered element visible in place of the horse’s forelock. Due to its colour, it 
is not completely clear whether this should be interpreted as the clipped forelock 
itself – cf. the forelock of two Achaemenid rhyta with of horse and horse-and-
rider protome from Erebuni (Fig. 9) 27 – or as a further metal piece attached to 

  i l     o i     l  s  o     o s .  o ,  s   lo   is 
red feature there is a series of short vertical black traits which may well be hair. 
Considering the indication of the horse hair, and the fact that some somewhat 

li   i   ss s  s i     is   o   i   si il   o s  i  
precious metal (Fig. 10), 28    l   o s           ll  s  
another component of its headstall. This possible metal frontail, together with 
the cross straps to which is attached the remarkable prometopidion, makes the 
horse iconographically speaking rather unusual: although straps crossing on 
o s s   os s    o   io l i   si ,      i   o o     li   o 

the proper (western) Hellenistic world 29 – and their association with a frontail is 
exceptional.  

i il ,  l i   o   i l , s  s s s  i     ossi  o     o s s  
o s    s   s  i     o  o     si  s s   l s  o s 

from Arzhan in Tuva (9th – 7th centuries BC),  in modern Southern Russia in 
former Scythian territories (5th century BC),     s  o   k  i o i s 

are also visible on the foreheads of the horses incised on an ivory panel with hunting 
scene found at Takht-i Sangin (litvinsKiy and pichiKiyAn 1981, pl. VII).

27. Both published and analysed in treister 2015.

28. MAzArov et al.  ,  .      o   s     .  is  s i ,   
Fig. 10, was found with some horse hair still inside its upper part.

29.  s  l   o     o  i  BothMer 1990, p. 191 (although this is clearly not 
l si l     o i   .

. See Minchev  .  lso,    s ll  ol   li   o   k o   o i    
ll is i  i  s l   l  i     i o  s   . i o.o . oo l
o . ,  is  o   i     oss   o s   o o   i    

headstall with a similar metal frontail. This element is additionally associated with 
cross straps directly attached to it (cf. infra  o   .    ss o   is  o i  
specimen, albeit schematic and uncomplete, is comparable, although somehow 
different, to the Chorasmian one.

. BoKovenKo 2000 with references; according to Bokovenko’s reconstructions (idem, 
s.        s   l   l s  l k  o   os     o .     

chronology of Arzhan 1 and 2 barrows, zAitsevA et al. 2007.

. MelyuKovA 1989, p. 96-97; see also, Minchev  ,  .  ,  .    o     i  
specimen from Ukraine.
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  i l   o     l           .   Rare examples (which are 
typologically closer to the Chorasmian specimen) come also from Central Asia 
(items from the Oxus Treasure, a plaster cast from Ai Khanoum, and a possibly 
Bactrian silver rhyton – discussed infra). In the Roman world, since at least the 
late Republican period, we have also comparable horse headstalls with cross straps 
(Figs. 11-12).  These diachronic examples, from different contexts, suggest it is 
unlikely that this way of fashioning the bridle was closely related to technological 
advancements  i   o s   ssi     ,  l o     oss s s   i  
have originated in the steppes, it was thenceforth adopted and re-elaborated in 

. Minchev  .    o s  o l  lik   o  ss  i   i   o  .  i   o  
having shared his work with them. Besides the Thracian specimens of actual bridles, 
examples of cross-straps (but without prometopidia) can be seen represented in two 
o i  i s o   k  s s i   o  i   i   i o     lis  i  

MAzArov et al.    os.  ,  s s  o   ,  k k li .  s   l s 
  ll   s       o io  o     oss s s       ks  l  

between the 5th and the 4th century BC.

. In the Roman examples crossstraps are directly attached to browbands.

.  i   s   sol   io  o     io     l  s i   l s.

Fig. 11 – Bas-relief from the reemployed 
o io  o    Ro    R li  

tomb (via Flaminia, Fossombrone, Italy) 
depicting a bridle with cross straps (after 

luni ,  .  ,  .  .

Fig. 12 – Fragment of a Roman Imperial 
s i   o   o   s ,  l  

  l s    s s .
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i   l l  o i o s.    oss  s s  o   o s s   o s    i  
Roman, Thracian and Eastern Hellenistic contexts, they are used in parallel with 
o     o   i l   o  s s s,  o i     i  i l io   s 
mainly a matter of aesthetics.  Even within the Chorasmian material culture, the 
oss s s o     k k k l   l   o s   , so  ,   unicum ; the other 

recently discovered painting of horses from Akchakhan-kala differ, as they do not 
attest such system (infra). The same argument is valid for prominent forehead 
ornaments: well-known early examples come from the Sakā world (such as those 
o     o s o   k, o   i      s l  i   sio s ,  but 

we have also diachronic cases from Assyria to the Roman west. Hence, considering 
    io s  l s  o     o s   i s    i   i l   i     s  

      s     , i  is  i l   o  s i     is   s i  
horse bridle was chosen to be represented as a matter of aesthetics (a real headstall 
of such fashion inspired the painter, or the painter wanted to vary its composition 
o  i  i   i i i li  o ,   i  is  o   i l   o  o ,  ki  i o  o  

the prominence of the thick prometopidion, for symbolic reasons (infra). One 
  lso  i     s   s i i   i     s io   o   o s   i s   

k k k l   o l      i   o i i    s i   l l io l 
o i   o     i l          s  s   is s s  i l   o l.

The closest, and almost matching, Central Asian comparandum for the 
i l  s s  o     l   o s   o s  o     io  o   i K o    

 o   l s   s i   is o  i     o s  o    so s   i o  
by the DAFA,  s o s    i l   o s   i   i   o l   Fig. 13).  The low-
li   l s   ,  i     i   i     o     i   o , so  l ss 
    o   lis i   o   o    o s i   ll  i i ,  l l  s o s 

the same arrangement of the bridle of the Akchakhan-kala horse: in both cases 
a browband with additional cross straps passes on the animals’ foreheads, and 
the bridle rosettes and the prometopidia of both specimens are in same position. 
The difference between these headstalls lies in the decoration of the straps and in 
the bridle rosettes: in the Ai Khanoum case, the straps are decorated with short 

.   o   o  o olo i l si i   pFroMMer  ,  .  .  s  o     o  
(ibidem, with note 94) these trappings were also used (in India) for elephants, 
as attested by the decoration of some ivory Indian pieces of furniture hoarded in 
Begram (e.g. hAcKin  ,  .  ,  lso  o i l   lis   i  tissot 2006, 
.  .

. In Chorasmia surviving representations of horses in different media are rare. Some 
wall painting fragments relative to representation of small bridled horses were 
o     o k k l  i     o s   s io  o     i   l   rApoport and 

nerAziK 1984, p. 198-199; no images available). 

. E.g. rudenKo  ,  .    s o   i i  o   o   o     i  prometopidion 
attached to the browband).

. BernArd  ,  .   lecuyot et al.  ,  .  ,  l.  ,  o.  .
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parallel lines and the roundels are simply 
plain disks. The bits and forelocks of the 
two horses cannot be compared because 
they are not preserved in either specimen. 
The Chorasmian horse certainly differs 
o     o i  o  i  i s  o  

prominent prometopidion and the lack of 
the additional strap, which in the Bactrian 
specimen seems to form a vertical link 
between browband and noseband. Other 
o  o s  s i   o s s  i  

similar trappings are: a gold statuette 
from the Oxus Treasure, with cross straps 
and a large diamond-shaped forehead 
ornament (Fig. 14), 40 and a rhyton with 
o s   o o   o si   i    

  lik l   o i   s  
with partial trappings including cross 
straps and forehead ornament. 41 Both 
o s  is l   o  s i   s lls 
o   o    o i   s o, 

due to stylistic constrains and differences 
in media.

40.      s  o   is s ,    s ll is   o   ol   i s.    oss s s  oi  
the browband, as in the above-mentioned Roman specimens. 

41.  o  i  BothMer 1990, p. 190-191.

Fig. 14 –  s  s ,  ol  s  o     i l   o s      pFroMMer , 
.      i is   s ,  .  o.  .

Fig. 13 – Ai Khanoum, plaster casting of 
  o s   o     o s  o    so

s   i o     rAncFort  
et al. 2014, p. 75).
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  l   o s     o     s    o     so   o i o  
was almost certainly part of a complete image of a steed. It was probably also 
part of a more complex representation which spatially preceded, or was even part 
o ,    o ssio  s  o       o s s  i ll   o  i  si  o     s  
facade of the southern portion of the western corridor. Although only the lower 

 o     o ssio  s   s  s     is o   Fig. 8) 42 it is possible 
to ascertain that the proportions of the bodies of its horses (the best preserved 
one, the last of the series, has a height of 1.2 m) match with those of the horses 
o       s.  s,    l   o s s   ,  i    l   l k s  i  
front of it, and without traces of a standing rider on its side, very likely belonged 
o    s i  o   o   s  o     o ssio  s   ,  s i   o  

the southern access to the complex, continued round to its western gate – but not 
o   s           o i   ll   Fig. 1).

  i   si   o ssio   s ,  i   o ,  s s    l  
i io  o       i   o s s  oi  o   oo         o s s  i   i s 

which they are guiding, possibly leading (Fig. 8).  In this section of the corridor, 
      s os     is   o     l s     i s  o   o s s.   

dismounted riders (or grooms, it is impossible to establish with certitude) do not 
stand beside the animals, as in the cases of the northern corridor specimens, but 

    i   i   o   o   .    o s s   olo s  ollo     s  
l k        l         l k,  i ,  i  o   i ,  s  os   o     

chromatic contrast and to enhance the decorative effect of the composition at 
a glance, instead of being a way to enforce, at least in in this case, a symbolic 
association to colour. 44    l   is o   l   o s s     s   

l   olo  o    s i        o     o ssio  s   s i  is 
preserved. 

The three horses (A, B and C) with “grooms” from the northern corridor

si s    o ssio   s   o     s   o i o   o     l 
il i ,      l   o s   o    so  o ,  o   o l   lo i   o 

a long visual display of horses preceded by grooms, three other new depictions of 

42. Kidd   .   lo s    o ssio   o o sl  i     o    o     o i o .

. This is now certain (cf. Kidd ,  .  ik is ,  i   is  l os   i     ll   
animals depicted were horses (pace Kidd 2012, p. 74).

44. Pace Kidd 2012, p. 81 (cf. e.g. multi-coloured horses in the Assyrian paintings 
of Til-Barsip or in the painting decoration of the tomb chamber of Tatarli – cf. 
suMMerer ,  .  ,  .        o s s    l ,  l k      i . 
In the Avesta (Yt. VIII. 18-22) Tištrya in the form of a white horse (with golden, 
shining harness – pAnAino    s      o , i   is   i     o  o  
a horse but this time black. At Akchakhan-kala this colour dichotomy is absent. Cf. 
Old Nisa (lippolis 2011) where colour in architecture (besides perhaps the colour 
red) did not express any particular symbolism. 
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i s  ll   o i     oo s ,    is o   i     io s 
of the norther corridor. Unlikely the others, these horses were not shown following 

i   oo s ,    i     i i   sso i io   i       oo s    
s i   si     o s s,  i   los   o  i   s.  s     i s  ill   
is ss   s       K   s        i   o s   i    s l lo  
  oo , Fig. 2       K     i   o s   i     o  
  s   s   oo , Fig. 3         K      

o s   i     i ll   s   oo , Fig. 4). 
The horses’ heads preserved on fragments A, B and C have the same 

o o io s  s    l   o s ,  i     i  l l    o   s  o   o  
  .  lik     o ssio  s       l   o s ,    s o      

C are looking in the opposite direction to those of fragment A. Fragment A was 
found still in situ, attached to the inner (south) wall of the initial (western) part of 

  o   o i o , so   i s  o s     oo  look   s .  s    s l , 
we know that fragment A represents the start of the decoration of the southern wall 
of the northern corridor when entered from the western one. Moreover, as with the 
l   o s       o ssio  s , i s i s  ollo     lo k is   o  

departing from the south gate of the building il     o i s   o  o  s  
o  i i   i io .  o s l ,  l i   o     o     i o l  
  o  i ossi l   osi io  o  i s o    s   so   ll,   i  

displayed on B and C, should have originally been on the opposite wall (north) of 
the passage, mirroring that of A, and sharing with it the same direction toward the 
s .  s so     i io s o   o o o i   s s  i   s i   o l  
  lis   i io s  o    o i   ll   o     o   s io   o    

western corridor – come from the same excavation area of fragments A-C (i.e. the 
o   o i o ,    is  o       is   i   o i s   o    

horses seems also very possible.
Fragment A (reconstructed from two pieces) is the largest of the three (ca. 

1.7 m in maximum length). 45 It shows the upper portion of the body of a white 
o s   o   il  o  o ,  i     oo  s i  i  li   i  i s  s .  l o  

the head of this horse is the poorest preserved of the three, on the other hand, the 
fragment is the only one showing the upper body of a Chorasmian steed with 
sso i   .  ik     l   o s ,  o s     is  i l .   s  o  i s  i  

of reins (one rein is leading to the invisible side of the animal), outlined in black 
against the plain white plaster background, together with part of the cheekpiece 
of the bridle, also black outline on white, are clearly visible. Nothing further 

    s   o     s ll,      i   s s      oo   is  o   ol i  
the horse by the reins. Most remarkably, the painting shows a red saddle cloth 
covering the back of the horse. Considering that the horses of the western corridor 

o ssio  s     i s,      o s     s    i l     i s,  is  lo  
might be a saddle with saddle cover. The saddle cover is painted in a solid deep 

45.    o s ,  o   os   o  il    o s  l  s o l     o   .   .
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  olo   .  o o , Cyropaedia  .  .     is  o   i   i l 
stripes and a spiral-shaped feature in its lowest preserved portion. This decorative 
element is unfortunately barely readable, but we may assume that it was intended 
to depict embroideries and perhaps suggest that the saddle cover was made of felt. 
is  o s      o s s o     o   o i o     i l ss,   so   
  oo s ,  o   i   osi io ,  i     ll    i   o   i s.   

Chorasmo-Aramaic painted epigraph runs above the saddle (not yet deciphered). 
s  i     l   o s ,   lo    o     k o   o s    is  o   i   i  

   s o   l k  i s ,    s     is    o ,    ol s o    
neck are prominent and thus clearly shown in the image by its painter. A circular 
feature visible below the reins may be a part of the unfortunately missing bit.

In fragment B the bit is preserved. Fragment B shows a white-faced red 
horse (the cheek clearly discriminates between the white face and the red body), 
with red lower lip and nostril. The ears and forehead, which are not very clearly 
visible in the current pre-restoration state of the fragment, seem also to be painted 
in solid red. 46 This fragment is the richest in details, and is the only one in which 
the horse’s muzzle and mouth are preserved as well as its bit. The headstall 
s  i   s s o li   i   l k,  o   i     o ls os s.  lik  
  i l  o     l   o s   i   i s  is i   oss s s,  o s     s   
o   o o  s   i l ,  lso  i o     i   i .  o s     lso  l ks   

prominent prometopidion  o     l   o s .  Its bit, as far as it is possible to 
describe, is shown in black (so, apparently, not made of precious metal). It seems 
to be characterised by an elongated symmetrically dovetail-shaped cheek-piece(s) 
connected to the horse headgear by two diagonal stripes (one visible – thus we 
may assume departing from two loops in the cheekpiece). A black round element, 
partially visible below the cheekpiece, should be the mouthpiece (visible because 
the horse has an open mouth?). How the reins (and apparently the bearing reins 
or a martingale – see infra) were connected to this bit is, at this stage, unclear. 

    i l  s os     s     o     s i l  o   i   i s 
    o   o   is  isi l   i   o s   .    oo   o   o s     is    s  

preserved of all three (infra). Traces of a painted Chorasmian epigraph in Aramaic 
script, emerging from a painting layer overlaid by the horse, are visible from the 
horse’s cheek to the limit of the fragment to the right (Fig. 3).

Fragment C shows the head of a seemingly fully red-coloured horse with a 
red hogged (?) mane. ossi l  o l     o s s    s   i   ,  ils  
i s  o   s  i   i ,    is  is  i l   o  i     s .    i s  o  
the horse’s ears are visible, and its eye is partially preserved. Although most of 

46. This horse is thus bi-colour. It might be possible that the artists wanted to depict a 
s i   i    s i   ki  o     i     o s ,  i   o    i  o    
horses of Akchakhan-kala, which are blue, red, black, white or yellow. Otherwise 

  i   s l       o   s  i i ll   olo   i   l ,    is 
seems unlikely as the other two horses from the same area are entirely white, and 
apparently entirely red, and without an obvious inner hierarchy.
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  l   is  o   s ,    i l  s s  o      s   i l   si il  
to that of horse B, with white straps outlined in black and roundels decorated 
i     os s.    oo  is    oo l   s , o l   o i l    
o    s  o     s o     i   o o  o   is   .  s  i  

fragment B, again traces of a painted epigraph visible in front of the horse belong 
to an under-layer of painting.

    o o o i   s  is l  i   ,    o  o     s 
o  oo s ,    i l   los l   sso i   i   i   o s.     s i  

alongside the animals and, as shown by the better-preserved one of the group, B, 
they are holding them from some straps that might not be reins. In fragment A, 
a pair of reins are evidently discernible as passing around the neck of the white 
o s ,    i   o     ,      oo  is  isi l   s i   i  

both hands an additional strap running vertically, departing from the reins (but 
o l   o   o     i     i   o  o   is   o ,    oo s  s   o   o 
hold their steeds by the reins, but from an additional element of their harness. This 
additional element could be a martingale (also known as tiedown). However, the 
i s  isi l  i     ,        i s o     l   o s     i  s  

short and taut 47 – might instead be bearing reins (or checkreins), sharing their 
os   i    o     i l .    is  s    s ,    oo s   o l    

hold the horse by the reins. Only the full restoration of the fragments would help 
o  s   o  is  s io     o  i   s  o   is  i i io s o     i  

chosen. It is, however, clear that these Chorasmian horses were forced to lower 
their necks and to carry their heads tucked in through a device such as a martingale 
or a bearing rein. 48

47. But this might also be due to a non-naturalistic representation.

48. An       ol s o   i   ks s   o  o   is.    l k l   i  
o   i   o s   o o   o     s   o s i  si  o  K l l   ,  i  

Fig. 15 – Heraios, silver tetradrachm 
    o .

Fig. 16 – Neo-Assyrian relief from Nineveh, 
detail of fragment 
  .  o.  . . .
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. .  o   l   is ss   s   i l   l s  o     o s  
harness. 49 He believes that such devices had originated among the horse riders of 

 s s      s s  i o  i       ks  o   
i l o   i    k s  Fig. 15). According to Francfort, these devices were 
i     i    o   .    i l      fausse martingale were 

then widely adopted by horsemen in the Eastern Hellenistic milieu, while there 
is  o  i   l i   o  i     so o i . 50 Yet, the Neo-Assyrians 
already used a kind of bearing rein (Fig. 16). 51 As noted by Francfort, horses (but 
also other animals) controlled by martingales and bearing reins are recurrent in 

 i o o  o     Fig. 17). 52 The vicinity of Chorasmia to the steppes 
i   l i    o i i  o     s  o     i l   o     i   i    

Akchakhan-kala (if we consider the depictions of this gear on the wall paintings 
s  s i i .

 is    is  oi  i o   o o s       oo s  i   s  ,     
    l os     li s o    s i s o   s s s  i   o l ,  lso k o   s   
o i s ,  is o  i     o  s io  o     s   o i o   and in the 

same northern one. s   s,  i   i   l k,  k l ,  l i   i , l  
elongated black eyes, solid-red ears and lips, are undoubtedly, and remarkably, 
the same characters. The only difference, apart from the non-negligible fact that 

    o , so  o s k, l   i   s  o    ll   lo   s, is   
they are somewhat smaller and livelier and no more strictly bi-dimensional. They 

  s ill  i     is i  o lo     o s  i   oo o i  
terminals, with the addition of what seem to be womanly spiral armlets on their 
wrists. 54        s o i       s i     o   i   i  
protomai  o  i  so  o     o i s   Fig. 18). Only the presence or absence 
o   i s is    i .  o ,    o s  o  o   i   ks,  lik   os  

full, albeit schematic, trappings, might also bear a martingale (or a similar device 
as discussed – Vaĭnberg 2004, pl. 10 a). The horse protome is preserved only in 
its upper part but it still shows additional straps besides the reins. This specimen is 
o l    i o   o     k  o l   s o s  i  MinArdi 2015, p. 95 and 
.    .  o si i     ossi l   i io  o   is  i l   l ,    o  

may have come to Chorasmia from an Eastern Hellenistic milieu.

49. FrAncFort  ,  .  .

50. FrAncFort  ,  .  .

51. Or proto-martingale?

52. See examples illustrated in FAccennA and FiliGenzi 2007, p. 269-270.

. yAGodin et al.    lo io  o   s  il     .  ,  .  .

54. Cf. wall painting fragment from Toprak-kala depicting a female character wearing a 
red spiral armlet (tolstov  ,  .  ,  olo   i .  o     il o  o  o    

ls o   s   o s, s  MinArdi  ,  .  ,  .  .
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i   ll    o i s ,    o   l  
covered by their soft clothes. In the 
case of B, and very likely in that of 
,    oo s     o   i    
s l    o       s  i  
  o i s ,      s s  o   

armour, albeit apparently not the heavy 
one of a cataphract. This is suggested 
by the red circle (i.e., a breast disk) at 
the centre of the four red straps worn 
  oo   ,  i     sso i  
i     s i s  o   l k  s s  

scales. 55 The scales (or small plates?) 
  s  o     o  o     , 

between his two hands, while the arms 
seem unprotected; unfortunately the 
lo     o       is  issi . 
is    o   o   s  i s  los s  

comparanda with those represented 
in several contemporary reliefs of 

  Fig. 19). 56 
Ultimately, we are now able to 

s i       l ss  oo s  o  
the northern corridor were painted with 
the intention of representing warriors, 
very likely dismounted horsemen. 
Some elements of their representation, 

55. Although further cleaning of the piece is necessary, the breast-disk with four straps 
is evident, and cannot be mistaken for a mantle or a coat closed by a disk-shaped 

l   .  . . rosenField  ,  .  , K s  s i   o   .   is  lso 
unclear if this supposedly mail-coat with small scales (?) is worn above some other 
garment.

56. See examples in FAccennA and FiliGenzi 2007, p. 171 (no. 1), 219 (nos. 1 and 4), 
p. 220 (no. 2) – all drawings. For pictures of the specimens from Saidu Sharif I, 
dating to the mid-1st century AD, see FAccennA  ,  s.  ,    ,    s  
also cAllieri and FiliGenzi ,  o.  ,  .    l.  .         
fragment of stone relief found in Kara-tepe, Termez, now held at the Institute of 

olo  o   k , si il l   i s        l ss   li l ss  
wearing a scale armour with breast disk and its fours straps (ABdullAev 2014, p. 109, 
.  .   si il   s   isk is  lso   o     o i           s 

i   is  i l  li       o     .  lik   o   is  ,  , i  
the well-known cameo of the Cabinet des Médailles, wears it without a coat of mail 
o   o   is is    k ,  i    lo  s s  o i o ll   l   o    

s ,  lso s o       ss i  ki s  s  o l  s . 

Fig. 17 – Examples of depictions of reins 
,  k i s      i l s   i  

  li s  il   FAccennA and 
FiliGenzi  ,  .  ,  l.  .
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such as the martingale, or checkrein, of their horses, and the type of armour 
o     ,    i   los s   i i s  i    i o o  o     o    
ll is  so , i    s i   s  o     i l   i    s os   Sakā  

origin. The presence of these elements in the imagery of Akchakhan-kala, so far 
i  i   o s i ,  i     ll      s       is i  l  

used by the artists at work at the site, but unlikely those who worked at the horses 
were foreigners (infra .   is,  o     o ,    i l  i s   o  k   

k  o    o o   s i   k o     o s i s    o k s.

2. The spatial and semantic relation between the parades and the royal 
“portraits” of the perimetral corridor of the Central Building

It is worth repeating that Akchakhan-kala was the seat of a king with dynastic 
ambitions. This is indicated, among other evidence, by painted epigraphs, some of 

Fig. 18 – Akchakhan-kala, photograph 
of a wall painting fragment part of the 
o i   ll  o     s   o i o  

of the Central Building (©KAE).

Fig. 19 – Two fragments of mid-1st century 
    li   o     i  s  

of Saidu Sharif I depicting warriors (A: 
after FAccennA  ,  .     idem, 

tab. 114, b).
[erratum: B: from Butkara I, 

second half of the 1st – 2nd cent. AD]
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  l   o o   i     o i s ,  i     is o  i    
northern and western corridors (at the two extremities of the latter), mentioning a 
king and a partial royal genealogy. 57 A new datum, which still need to be evaluated, 
is that painting fragments B and C from the northern corridor overlay some of 
these epigraphs, part of which, then, might belong to a previous sub-stage of the 
complex. 

As we have seen, the individuals accompanying the white, red and white, and 
red horses of the northern corridor were not portrayed as walking in front of the 
i ls   lik   os  o     o ssio  s      s i   o   lki  
lo si   .  ,    is ll       is i s o     o i s  
il     oo s o     o ssio  s   o  l   o   o s s   

oo s     o l   s   i   i   lo   s.    o i s ,  i. .  s os l  
busts of gender-neutral (?) characters wearing diadems and other regalia, have 
been already interpreted as idealized representations of royal ancestors 58 o  
s  l   s io   o     l i   o     is rauu is. 59 As the 
o ssio   s  i     so     o     s   o i o ,    ll  

o   s o s ,  i   s  is l  o     lls o     o  s io  o    
western corridor (and in the northern one), spatially separated two different 
clusters of imagery. Certainly, this separation ought to have been also ideological, 
as the imagery of these spaces constituted a coherent visual programme of high 
si i , i i   i   o s s   s ki s i     li io .

Visual and formal elements

The mural art of Akchakhan-kala about the beginning of our era was original, 
i   i   i s s   s i s  i i  i o o i   l s ossi l ,   

this is hard to prove, coming from its foundational past 60 – with the addition 
of some contributions from the Eastern Hellenistic milieu of Asia, including a 

lo   i i   i . 61 These Eastern Hellenistic stimuli can be easily 
distinguished within the Chorasmian material culture due to the fact that the polity 

i  o si    s  o  i  o     ks i     s   o   l  
o    l i s      o i s   s  i     s   ll is i  

57. Betts et al.  ,  .  .

58. Betts et al. 2016.

59. MinArdi  ,  .  .  il ,    lik l ,      s, si il   o   
s i s   s o     s olis    Kidd ,  .  .

60. For further details, see MinArdi  .  s i l ,  s   i io l, 
only on sacred and sacred-related imagery.

61. MinArdi 2016a; 2016c; 2018.
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ili  o   si  i  o l         , i   ll l  i       s lis  
of Kushan power. 62 

The style o       k k k l   s  is  i   o i i l  , 
i l ,    s    l   i   o     o i s   li s  lso  o   
  oo s .      o   ,      is s    o k o     si   is l 

programme of the site, clearly following strict directives and a pre-arranged 
plan,   ook  o   o   i   s  so   o     o i s   i i     li   i  
sso i io   i   i     sso   o s s  o   s,  i s ,   

    lki   s .  ll  s ki ,    o  k k k l   is l s 
o   o s s        o    o     ll is i   o   s i ll    i  si  
fragment with grooms wearing trousers and, perhaps, boots). For this reason, 
always bearing in mind the historical and religious context of the paintings, and 
o si i     l k o   o   so s    l ,  s olis  o s 

naturally to mind as a possible generic iconographic comparison. But the imagery 
of the fragments, unlike other pieces of mural painting unearthed at Akchakhan-
kala, such as the colossal Avestan gods or the red ibex from the western area 
(Fig. 1 , l k  os   i is s o     li   i   s.  il  

  o s i   s  o     o  s    i i sio l,  l ki   o   o  
   o   ll is i   lis    o     k  is i  s l   o  

in the ketos high-relief from the Altar Area, 64 they, however, respect, in a lesser-
than-real scale, real proportions, which is a datum that can be related to an 
Eastern Hellenistic input. 65 The horses’ plain ears, where visible, both represented 
bowed toward the front, in contrast with the rest of the animals’ heads, which are 
i   ll  i   o l ,  is l     oi   o   si   i       o  
i  so   is i   s io s o   o s s i   o o   l K s

62. MinArdi 2018; 2020b.

. MinArdi 2018.

64.   is s i   o  o     o s i  s   i     o i l   o o  
modelled and painted horses from the early-Kushan site of Khalchayan to notice it 
(puGAchenKovA  ,  .  , s  i   i l     s   o s   i     o lo k   
i   l .    o s i   l   o s  l ks   o   os   l l   k  o l 

elements found in some contemporary material from the site, such as the clay high-
relief of a ketos (MinArdi 2016a). It is, however, interesting to notice that the mane 
of the Chorasmian horses seem trimmed as that of some of the horses depicted in the 
li  o   s olis  l o   s       i   o lo k     s  ios  s  

on his numismatic portrait (here, Fig. 15).

65.  is  o s  o   o   i   s olis,  s  l   k     FrAncFort and 
lepetz 2010. The Chorasmian horses are, however, big specimens, considering the 
i l   io o     i i s    o si io .
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Kushan coinage. 66  ,    ss o     o s s  o s s  i     i s  i i  
o   o  i  so     o    o  o   o s     is   i       i  

shoulder are completely visible, whereas, of the left side, only the hand and the 
is      s .    il     i s  o  is  i   l os  i      
osi io ,  is    is s  i   ll  o l  looki   .    l s   
i     l   o    i  o     s ll is i   i o      

type of bit used for horse B (seemingly different from Achaemenid, Sakā and 
l   ll is i  s i s ,    l  i l   o l   o       l   o s  

(as far as we know, to be found, possibly through archaeological accident, only in 
Thracia), and perhaps its whole cross-strap system with its closest parallel found 
i   i K o    o  s l  is  o  l   o .     i  si   o ssio  
the horses were represented advancing with a raised front leg. Iconographically 
speaking, this does not appear in the arts of pre-Hellenistic Asia and so this is a 
stilema coming from a Hellenized environment. 67 Finally, the armour worn by 

  i  o         lik l     o s  ,    i     s o    
  i     s   s i o o i   o iso , i   o s i    

are witnessing something entirely different: there are no warriors wearing armour 
  s olis,    i   o     i s    o   is os l,  o  o i s   

brought forward in the Chorasmian paintings, but only the horses by their grooms 
and by some dismounted riders. 

An additional unpublished fragment of wall painting, very possibly depicting 
another element of the Chorasmian horse harness, which may belong to one of 
the animals of the western corridor parade, also seems to be a western-originated 
formal element (Fig. 20). This fragment was found in the southern portion of the 
western corridor in collapse from the wall illustrating the procession (Fig. 1). It 
displays a red, white and black-decorated roundel attached to white straps bordered 
by black on a yellow background. It is, in all probability, the representation of a 
phalera  lo       s o l   io   o     s     s o l   s s  o    
yellow horse. 68 The phalera is decorated with an elaborate motive of pointed and 

66.  .  ios       l l   isi l ,  i l   s       .  o s s 
horse on Kanishka’s gold dinars. Cf. also a fragment of wall painting from the 

i   l  o   ss   AndrAe and lenzen  ,  .  .

67. As noted in Kidd ,  .  ,  .  i i    o s    li ks  l  i i  
i     i   o l             s l   o     o s i   i i s 
o   k k k l       l   s i   s  s i .      is o i l 

background and on the relation of Chorasmia with Hellenistic Central Asia 
highlighted by the Akchakhan-kala’s evidence, see MinArdi 2018 with literature; 
see also MinArdi et al. 2018.

68. Such phalerae    s   i i     o s i   i l  l   o  il i  
sks   Vaĭnberg  ,  .  ,  s.              o   idem, 
.  ,  .    o     s   o s i  si  o  K l l     is l   o s s  i  
l i s i   phalerae    i   s o l   io s.  lso,    Ko k l k l  

(tolstov and Vaĭnberg  ,  .  ,  .  ,  o.    o    o  s   i  
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ribbed leaves, alternating with other plain foliage and encompassed by a spirally 
wrapped red band, i.e. it consists of a clear local re-interpretation of a Hellenistic 
leaf calyx composition. 69 

    i io ll  i   ,    is s  o   lo  o   o s i  
mural art, some of the artists operating at the site were still experimenting with 
naturalistic observation. 70 If, for instance, we look at the Akchakhan-kala horses’ 

s,      s     i       l  o s  o  o     l  
o s       o s   is  is  i l     o    i l   o   s i    
i   oss s s  o   i s  o .    s lls  o     o   o s s,  l ss 

complex (and perhaps more common in real life), did not create any such issue. 

canteens displays a charging rider wearing a pointed hat on a horse with a tamga in 
the place of a phalera.

69. Cf. e.g. pFroMMer ,  .  ,  o.    s      cArter 2015, p. 71, cat. 6 
l     o  l         .  ,  .    s         .  ,  .   

(2nd century BC). All datings according to authors.

70.  si s        i   s  si   i   i s    lo  i    
decoration of the monument. These craftsmen might have been locals, as argued in 
MinArdi 2018.

Fig. 20 – Akchakhan-kala, wall painting fragment with horse phalera and straps (©KAE).
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ll ,    ol     o     l   o s   is  li   l ss  is i      
o s.   s , i  s s  ossi l   o    ,  lik  o   i   o ks  o  
Akchakhan-kala that largely or completely borrowed – such is the case of the 
ketos – from other cultural horizons, or that show iconographic echoes from the 
past transmitted through models (i.e.,    i ,  i s  o s s    oo s    i  
original in style and somehow in their iconography: they are stiff and hieratic, 

i       s  o   i i   o l  l s    s i  s l 
Eastern Hellenistic inputs. 

  o s s,  lo   i   i   oo s    is o   i s io s,   
l l     o i   s o     s   l    o l   ll      

of the circumambulation pathway of the Central Building, in connection with 
    o i s .    o s  o     o   o i o     lso i i l  

sso i   i   s   o i s . Considering that the function of Akchakhan-
kala as a royal and (pre-Sasanian) Zoroastrian local, royal ceremonial centre is 
proven, it is in this precise context that the procession scenes with riderless and 
groomed horses, and that with dismounted warriors wearing regalia and bringing 
o   i   i ls,  s          s i  meaning. Unlike, for instance, 
    li   s io s o   s olis     si il l   o i  

delegations are continuous although divided in sections, and mostly composed by 
men, sometimes accompanied by different animals, guards etc.), at Akchakhan-
kala we currently have two series of horses and men, which are part of the same 
visual programme notwithstanding their being spatially, but not semantically 
disconnected. These two groups are interrupted by the space reserved for the 
o i   ll ,  i   is  lso s isi l   s   i     o   o i o   i  

spatial association with fragments A-C. These data may lead to the dismissal of the 
idea of the corridor parade(s) of horses and men as a representation of offerings 
  o i   l io s i   o s i   ss ls  o   ki  o   k k k l , 

unless we would consider the horses themselves as the sole royal gifts as in an 
exchange within the elite, leaving without explanation the caesura given by the 
o l  o i s  o     s o s    i   s  i     o   o i o . 71 

3. Discussion and implications

Before the discovery of fragments A-C, the closest iconographic parallel for 
    i ll   s   o ssio  s   s  i    s i

71.  .  o o , Anabasis  . ,      i k   s o     si  ki s  o sis s 
in a horse with a gold-mounted bridle, a gold necklace and bracelets, a gold akinakes 

    si   o . All these elements are now present at Akchakhan-kala – i.e. those 
l s    s  i     i io s o     o s,    o i s       o s  

    i o    o i l  s io  o   i   s o l  s i   s olis.  s 
already noted, offerings, besides horses (if this was the case) are currently unattested 
within the complex scene from the corridor of the Central Building.
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  o     i i   o   i     is o i   si   i   o    
o     i  o   ik ,  o i .  , o     lls o     s   s i l
access corridor of the building, paintings illustrated a series of horses presented 
  oo s  o i   o     i  s   .  is    i   o i    
o s  o  s   o    s i    s i o   o ssio ,     s l  

one. 72 
Could the two groups of horses and men of Akchakhan-kala similarly 

be seen as the representation of the king’s private stud of horses   o   s 
a symbolic representation of his prowess in warfare? If that was the case, the 

  lki  i   o  o     o s s o     o ssio  s   o l      ki s 
aides (so that the horses might be a representation of the wealth of the monarch 
– or even war booty?), and the dismounted cavalrymen of the northern corridor 
might be (peculiarly young and beardless) knights in a military roster prelude to 

l .  ,  s  l   k ,  s   l ss  io s    i l   o   
o l  s o     o i s ,  i   i io ll   k    o i  o     o 
i   is l s.  ,    s  o     ik   il i  s s  oo s l  

to be directly compared with a ceremonial setting such as that of the Ceremonial 
Complex of Akchakhan-kala, where royal legitimization, propaganda and religion 

 i i   o io s.  ik is , i i   is  is l   s   o     si  
funerary procession within the Central Building, it would be rather out of context: 
there is no evidence, and actually no reason, to relate this Chorasmian monument 
in a (non-Hellenized) Zoroastrian setting to any such rituals. Finally, considering 

    i l ss  o s    s s        o s o     is l  o  
o   is s o  o     l  il i ,    o   sso i   i     o i s , 
i   i     o   l si l   o  li k  is  i   o  i l  s i . 74 But other 
solutions may also be considered.

  is  ll k o     s i i l  o s s,  s o sl   i l     i l ss 
such as those of Akchakhan-kala, are recurrently represented in later Sogdian 
imagery from Central Asia and China. 75  is i   s    l   o s i  
i   o o  o     ,    o  s i ll , i  so   s s, i   o o  o     o l 
ancestors through Mithra. 76    lso k o    s i i l  o s s  o   o  i  

72. BelenitsKi 1980, p. 120 (as already noted in Kidd 2012, p. 80).

.  .  . .  o o ,  Cyropaedia  .  .      s s  i   s  
of horses, about two hundred in all, led along with gold-mounted bridles and covered 
o   i   oi   o si s .  

74. On this hypothesis, already Kidd 2012 with references.

75. MArshAK 1994; Grenet and BopeArAchchi 1999, p. 76-78; see also riBoud  .

76. Grenet and BopeArAchchi 1999, p. 77-78.
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existed at the time of Cyrus the Younger, that they were paraded by the prince 77 
  ,  o  o o     o  o   s    ,    o s   s s i   l  

  s       i. 78 Horses were also slain in honour of water divinities. 79 
 s i i l  o s s    s     k k k l ,  i   s,  o  

to these examples, would be remarkable (albeit not unmanageable in a funerary 
context). 80 In the Avesta only two Yashts  .    .    io    s i  o  o  
hundred horses – along with a thousand cattle and ten thousand sheep – performed 
by a legendary king in offering to Anāhitā and to Druvāspā.

If we consider Akchakhan-kala as a whole, and excluding its implausible 
relation to the funerary sphere, the presence of the Central Monument of the site 
might help in the reading of its imagery. The Central Monument, standing high 
      o       los  o     si ,  s  i l   s   o   s i  

public outdoors ceremonies, and it was a monumental structure spatially and 
ideologically connected with the Ceremonial Complex. 81 Thus, the parades painted 
on the corridors of the Central Building may very well be related to Zoroastrian 
seasonal festivals, which occurred in this architectonic context, such as the No rūz 
and the Mihragān or the ra ardīgān, immediately preceding the No rūz. 82  
would expect a richer illustration of the complexity of any of such festivals,  but 

77. As already noted in Grenet and BopeArAchchi  ,  .  .  o o , Cyropaedia 
.  .          lls    o s s,   s i   o            

came a chariot sacred to Zeus; it was drawn by white horses and with a yoke of 
gold and wreathed with garlands; and next, for the Sun, a chariot drawn by white 
horses and wreathed with garlands like the other. After that came a third chariot with 
o s s  o   i   l   i s,    i  i   ollo     i    o    

  l .  l s ll  ol     o o  i s,  ol  s   o s    l s  
depicting horses are part of the Oxus Treasure where they are seldom standing-alone 

i io s  s  o  o   l   o  o ls s io s o   io s,  i s  .

78. Boyce 1982, p. 70-71 with references.

79.   i   o s i     i   i   s s s  o     o  o   o s i  
(MinArdi 2016a with references). Among the Sogdians, the Oxus itself could have 
been represented in his horse manifestation (riBoud  ,  .   Grenet 2007, 
.      i     s   li   o s  o   s o   i s     o s   s i   o    i ,  . 
o o s  ,  .

80.  . . i   l   l i   i   o s s   s i   o    si l   o   lepetz  . 

81. MinArdi and KhozhAniyAzov 2015; MinArdi 2016b.

82. As noted by Grenet 2010. The prometopidion of the horse, created by concentric 
circles, may be linked in with solar symbolism. On the six gāhānbār of the 

o s i s,    ,      ,  .  .

.  l ss o   s       o ill s  o l    s  o  si l  k   iso s, 
s   s     s i   o       o s   o i io  i   i       o s    
was performed during No rūz, as noted in Boyce 1999).
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we should keep in mind that ancient representations of these events are virtually 
non-existent 84, and that only less than a half of the perimetral corridor of the 
Central Building has been excavated. Only further work will positively enrich the 
complexity of its imagery and help us to understand it more in detail.

For the moment, however, the available evidence allows us to formulate some 
o  s i   o s s.      o i s  o     s     o   o i o s 

– the multitude of framed beardless human busts wearing regalia such as diadems 
  i s  o   o o s      i   o  s     l o l  s o s  o  

the ruling dynasty of Akchakhan-kala, we could accordingly postulate a relation 
    i s   s i s i   i   o o ,  s i ll   o si i      

dismounted warriors of the northern corridor are the same beardless characters, 
i     s     li .  o l ,  i   is  s ,    o l  s o s 

  s   i       o   i     s i       o   ,  i    
  .  i i s  o   s i   o ki   o sis o     i i io s o  

s   s  i     l i  o     is 85 – i.e. the collective souls of the 
ancestors, and part of every men pre-existing soul, characterized by a heroic and 
warrior like aspect related to an ancient Iranian cult of the ancestors as heroes 86 – 
another scenario might be also contemplated. In Yt.  .      is   
s i   o      les puissantes qui demeurent silencieuses, aux beaux yeux, au 
regard énergique, à l’ou e fine  87 and these are features that match with the 
characteristic red mouths, peculiar solid-red coloured ears and big eyes of the 

o s i   o i s  o is ,  il  o , l   l i . 88

84.    o   o           o i   i   o   si s  ll  o    
ss o s   o       i io   o   is  l,  o i l   s  

coMpAreti 2011 with references).

85. MinArdi  ,  .  126. Minardi proposes a different interpretation relative to the 
second colossal god from the columned hall of the building depicted as sustaining 
the heavens (idem, p. 126-127). In his hypothesis, this deity might be seen as Tištrya 
instead of a collective representation of the Fravašis (cf. Betts et al. ,  .  .

86. Gnoli 1990; Boyce 2000a; GiGnoux 2001, p. 16-18; see also Kellens ,  . 
149 with references.

87. lecoq 2016; Cf. MAlAndrA     o    o l,  i   i  sil ,   
oo   s,   k ,  i   .

88.  o     li   olo   s  o     o i s ,  i   i     o    
there are not many elements of comparison for this feature even within the same 
corpus of wall paintings from Akchakhan-kala. Thus, it might be possible that this 
i   is i   s,  o  i   l,   si  o   is i io   o     li .   
 o   ,   i  o     o   s ,  s  ll  s  os  o     i i s s  o  

his garment, and the representations of enthroned kings on the dress of the second 
colossal god (as well as the numismatic portraits of Chorasmian kings), do not even 
display ears which then, we may assume, were not a feature always necessary to 
highlight or an essential sign of status.
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Beside the fact that (pre-Sassanian) Zoroastrianism was the faith followed 
by the kings of Akchakhan-kala, we are certain about the worship of the Fravašis 
i   o s i .  i s  o   ll,    i    s i  i   o  o  li io s    oo  
as prescribed in the Avesta. 89  , i o i     s i ls      l  o  

  o s i s,  i ll   o s        s   o  l     s o  
i   s o s . 90 The Khwarezmian scholar, in this passage of his Chronology, 

might have made a reference to the cult of the Fravašis who, however, are 
li i l   io  l        o    s     i      l s   s o  

spandārma ī      ollo i    Epagomenoe      o s i s   o   
s   i     si s  o i   ar arda ān, i.e. they lay out food in the temples 

s   o     s i i s  o     .  91  o ,    lo l    s   i    
i   o s i   o     il i   ll  i     olo i l li   naus , 

after the word used in Arab sources) that was used to store ossuaries, was prwrtyk 
(fra artīk ,  o s  o     is . 92

It is well-known that in the Avesta, the Fravašis are powerful warriors, 
i ,  o   o   i s  o   i ,  o s  o   i o   Yt.  .    . 

They are invoked in relation to combat (e.g. Yt. ,        os    
who are to be invoked at blood-baths, who are to be invoked at battles, who are to 
 i ok     s ,    ,    o  i   i o   o  i  i ok . 94 A ritual 

prelude to battle is certain at Yt. ,      is   s o l    i  

89. Cf. Yt.  ,    i   o    lecoq ,  .  .

90. sAchAu ,  .  .

91. sAchAu 1879, p. 226; the term naus  is  sl   o o sl   i   l  
.  ,  s.  o .   is  o  is  lso  s       s ko k   o l   i  

an ancient Chorasmian inscription incised on an Achaemenid-style silver phiale 
(livshits .

92. livshits/GudKovA 1967, p. 14; Grenet ,  .  ,  i   o     ,  .   
2015b, p. .

. lecoq   aux armures de fer .    l     sl s   s   ss  
i   l  s i l s .  . Vd.  ,      si   o   o     io   i    
s   is  o os     i ss  o   s isk ,  k      o ,  o  

of mail, helmet, belt and greaves (lecoq    septième la cuirasse, en huitième 
le protège-cou, en neuvième la cotte, en dixième le casque lso  sl   s 

ss , coiffe , en onzième la ceinture, en douzième les ambières ). 

94. MAlAndrA    o  i   i o   o  os   o i ok     . lecoq 2016: 
Elles qui apportent d’abondance, qui s’enlacent avec force, qui s’élancent d’elles-

mêmes, qui s’élancent avec énergie, qui s’élancent avec bravoure, qui s’élancent 
à l’appel, à l’appel dans les bains de sang, à l’appel dans les victoires, à l’appel 
dans les batailles. (XIII, 24) Elles, les dispensatrices des victoires  .    i o
religious character of their worship is given in stanza 20: to obtain the Fravašis’ 
help at times of peril, it is useful to learn their invocation by heart (as noted in 
Boyce 2000b).
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invoked at the strewn barsman,        l s,        s,     
       i     l s . 95

o si i   s     i   li  o           o s i   o i s  
and the individuals in armours with horses match, and that the distinction between 
the worship of royal ancestors and the Fravašis in this context would be rather 
weak, at Akchakhan-kala we may have the representation of these celestial beings 
i     ili   os   io   o  l   o ,  o   ll ,  i s  o   i   i l
departure from the Central Building of the site. To this, we should consider the 

    ll    o i s     o s   look    s ,  i   s  l s  (if 
  l   i   i   s,  s o   s   o l l    i  s  

Iranian context). 96      ll  i i   is o   i   ik s  l     , 
a series of female goddesses (six are partially preserved) was considered, with 
reason, by Boris Marshak as a representation of the Fravašis (Fig. 21). 97 These 

  i   l l   l   o i   is  s k  k   i   i io   s 
  lk i s o   o o s i is  98 actually have no armours, but bear symbolic 

weapons – animal-shaped maces with zoomorphic protomai – while they uplift 
different banners (cf. Yt.  ,  . 99 At Akchakhan-kala, earlier in time but 
within a closely-related Zoroastrian context, we do not have raised banners but a 

l i  o   l   s, so  o    i   o ,  i   o l    i l  
headgear with (and without) similar animal protomai.

But   o l   , i   is  o ,   s i   i  o   is  s io  
of Fravašis at Akchakhan-kala? It is possible in our opinion to contemplate two 
scenarios, both unfortunately supported only by scant sources, which may involve 

s o   o s s     s   is  ok   i  Yt.  ,  ,    s o   is  o  
i     . 

95. MAlAndrA 2018.

96. Cf. e.g. fragment of a Neo-Assyrian relief from Khorsabad held in the Metropolitan 
s  o     o k  .  o.  . .   s i     l ss  ,  o l  

a eunuch. Cf. supra  o         o s o i s s   o   armillae as the 
women represented in the wall paining of Toprak-kala. See also MinArdi 2018, 
p. 122-126 and the cf. with Khalchayan.    o   , i   o l       i l  
o  l i    i li   o l  s o s    s   s  o   s. 
s s s   o    o s    .    s.  o .  i    i i i l  o i s  

are commemorative of the ancestors, this could be linked with the Zoroastrian idea 
  ll   i i s o   is    i     i  o   i  li .

97. MArshAK 1990.

98. MArshAK 1990, p. 297 (originally by duMézil .

99.  s     o s,  l i  s oli l.      si   i i s  o  i s  ki  
 i     o ssio    si il   l s,  s  i   is  s   o k o k   s i i l 

i ls  .    s.  o . .
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In Yt.  ,      is    s i   o  l    village 100 for ten days at 
the amaspa ma daya which originally was, in the opinion of M. Boyce, a late 
autumn festival of All Souls, the ancient name of the ra ardīgān which was 
l   i   o s i   s  ll,  s  o      supra) at the end of the year 

before Nowruz. 101 According to A. Hintze, in her review of the Avestan evidence 
for the Old Iranian calendar, amaspa ma daya- ratu- should be translated with 

  i   lo i   o    i l  o      o  s   s  ll   o i  
 i o   s      s i   i o . 102 According to J. Kellens this was the 

period of the year in which an annual call-up of troops was done by the community, 
in order to put these under the special protection of the Fravašis of the clans during 
the festivity.  

100. lecoq ,  .  ,  o     l’espace géographique du clan ou le clan lui-même, 
mais le sens n’est pas clair dans ce contexte   i     sl s   s s  s 

  o s i     oo , s o ,  o o s  oi s o     l      o , 
o,      i  o     i oi  o     s s  s   ,    o    lli .

101. Boyce 1999; 2005. 

102. hintze 2009; cf. lecoq  ,  .    Son nom s  contient peut-
être le mot s  « armée » et ce serait l’époque où les activités guerrières, et 
agricoles, sont suspendues.  

. Kellens 2016, p. 147 (with reference to Kellens 1972). 

Fig. 21 –    is o   ik ,  o i    MArshAK    .  .
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During their period of absence, the Fravašis need, and ask to the faithful, to 
be worshipped in exchanges of blessings. It would be very suggestive to consider 
the representation of Akchakhan-kala as symbolic of this seasonal event, i.e. the 

  o     k  o         io  o     is   i l  
i l   o s s    o     oo s  o     o i s ,  o    o  
is ll    s oli ll   sso i   i     i ls.  s   o s   i  

then be related to the king’s and the king’s family Fravašis coming on earth during 
the ra ardīgān in connection with the New Year festival. 104

,  o     o   ,  o s      s     o     si   o  
khshar arī (Chorasmian ’xštry[wr];   105 which, according to the 
s ol ,  s o   ll   Faghrubah, i. .    i s o     ,   kings of 

o s i   s   o   o   oi   o  i   s o si   i   si  
o  i     o s  o   i   o i s     o      i o  o   i   l  

against their raids. 106  is o ,  l s  o i   o  ,  o  s i ll  
      s  si       ol   s  i   ,  s  o    

end of summer, when the harvest was secured and when it was evidently possible 
o  s   i         l     l  l s s   s    i. .   

strongholds attested in the disperse rural settlement of Chorasmia 107 – to secure 
the frontiers of the polity. The campaign was then undertaken after the harvest 
season, we may assume in order to be able to deploy able men whose need in 
agriculture temporarily ceased, and the foes were the semi-nomadic inhabitants 
o    s s  i i   o     o i  o   i .  , i          
record of a local seasonal event involving the king in his role as army commander. 
is s so l  i   s  i l   o   i     i i  s i l  

independently from the ritual calendar. 108 In this light, it is plausible to hypothesize 
that some propitiatory ritual may have occurred before these military campaigns 

    o i  o    ki s    o  i s  i   s.      k k
kala we have a depiction of the multitude of the Fravašis, we may well have 

  i io   o   i   i   i o io   o   i o ,  s      s i   o   

104.    is    o  i i i l  i   ls        i ok , i   o  i   i  
i ,  s  os  o  s i   o s s   s  il ,  l ,  i ,  io   s  i   génies 

tutélaires   Kellens ,  .        i   s .

105. livshits 1968, p. 444.

106.    Chronology (transl. by sAchAu  ,  .  .  .  ,  Astrology   
(trans. by wriGht ,  .    i  is    s    o   i  si   o  

 o  i  is    i io  o       o    o i .

107. See discussion and literature in MinArdi and AMirov 2017.

108.    sAchAu ,  .    s  i     s i   o    s   ks,   
before their domination started in the country about the mid 6th century AD (for 
further references, see MinArdi  ). It is highly probable that the tradition was 
more ancient than that, but this is impossible to prove through literary sources. 
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invoked in the Avesta. This seasonal prelude to battle, which was due to a local 
si         o  o s ,  s  ossi l   o       o io  o  

  is,    i   s i   o     s    ki   s i  s o  
of the king, could have been symbolized by the representation under examination. 
The Fravašis in the GBd  .   .   s i   o    i   o  k     si l  o  
i   o   o    i s   il. 109 In this context again, the represented Fravašis 
might be seen as those of the king and his family, able to aid their descendants 
within a ruling class warrior ethic. 110 

As far their symbolic association with horses can be elucidated (besides the 
  sso i io   o s s k i s   i   i   s i io   i     s   Yt.  , 

    is   s i   o  s o  lik   o s s   rauu .frao man ). 111 According 
o  ili     is is  o   s  i   o io   o  i   ol  o   is i o  o  
  s    o   s   s    o i  i   Il s’agit […] d’une évocation explicite 

du contexte de la saison des pluies. Le drame cosmogonique narré en Yt 13.29 se 
renouvelle chaque année : les forces démoniaques, responsables de la sécheresse, 
sont vaincues par le retour des pluies qui perpétueront l’abondance et la vie. Les 
frauuasi se trouvent alors auprès des réservoirs d’eau céleste. Chaque année, 
lorsque les pluies approchent, elles s’efforcent d’en obtenir la meilleure part 
possible pour leur tribu terrestre. Pour ce faire, elles attendent que les eaux soient 
libérées par la conquête qu’en fait Tištrya, l’étoile Sirius, sous l’apparence d’un 
bel étalon blanc vainqueur du démon Apaoša, un laid canasson noir.  112

Albeit we cannot be yet certain about the reading of the still too fragmentary 
Akchakhan-kala’s corridor imagery, for the moment attesting two distinct 
o ssio s s      o i s ,      o l   ss      

109. As remarked by Gnoli 1990 with reference to BAiley  ,  .  .

110. The elite’s cult of the ancestors as heroes was not original to Zoroastrianism but 
it was integrated into it at a later time, preserving its martial and heroic elements 
(Boyce 2005); Gnoli   L’ambiente sociale e religioso in cui lo zoroastrismo 
sarebbe nato doveva essere verisimilmente quello di una società guerriera, 
politicamente frammentata, dominata da un’aristocrazia militare e dalle sue bande 
armate, sorretta da una morale bellicosa, devota a divinità aggressive e combattive. 
Costumi e istituzioni di questa società, lungi dal venir cancellati dallo zoroastrismo 
e dai nuovi valori etici del mazdeismo, sopravvissero nella storia iranica e, come 
ha brillantemente dimostrato il Widengren, furono alla base di successivi sviluppi 
sociali e politici, oltre che del permanere di un’etica militare caratteristica della 
nobiltà iranica.

111. swennen ,  .        ,  .   Kellens    s’ébrouant 
dans l’espace .      sl io  o   is  i  is    . MAlAndrA 2018: 

os   i   is  s   . lecoq    qui s’ébrouent       s  au 
vol rapide   oi   is ss  o   .  ,  o   . Yasht   is    l i l   o
homogenous text (Kellens  ,  .  . 

112. swennen ,  .  .      o l   sso i io       is     
cosmic rain waters, see Kellens 2001.
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are dealing with the illustration of a ceremonial event, certainly occurring (or only 
s li   o     is l  o io  i    s i   o o s i     o l  o . 

s   i i s      l   o    o   o o s i   s i i   o ,    l s 
within the semantics of this religion, to local traditions more obscure to us yet 
related to kingship, and certainly intended to convey a precise message to a small 
part of the Chorasmian population, i.e. its elite. The narrow perimetral corridor 
of the Central Building of Akchakhan-kala in fact, due to the presence of several 
direct accesses to the core of the monument, which could have been easily use to 
bypass some sections of it, indicates that it might have been fully traversed only in 
particular circumstances (such as festivities) and by a selected audience.
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