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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, 
ZKiFK iQ WKUHH FDsHs DUH DssoFiDWHG ZiWK iPDJHs oI KXPDQ ¿JXUHs, oU ³JUooPs´, 
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 



62 M. MinArdi et al.

Fig. 1 – $kFKDkKDQ�kDlD, &HUHPoQiDl &oPSlH[� DSSUo[iPDWH ¿QG sSoWs 
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 
SUHsHQW sSHFi¿F iQWHUSUHWDWioQs UHJDUGiQJ WKH UHliJioXs TXDliWiHs DQG PHDQiQJs oI 
WKH FoUSXs, DQG iW JDYH ¿QDl YDliGDWioQ Wo WKH SUHYioXsl\ oQl\ iPSliFiW �HDUl\�SUH�
6DssDQiDQ� =oUoDsWUiDQisP oI WKH &KoUDsPiDQs. 7KH ¿QGiQJ, PoUHoYHU, FoQ¿UPHG 
WKH =oUoDsWUiDQ siJQi¿FDQFH oI WKH $kFKDkKDQ�kDlD DUFKiWHFWoQiF HQsHPElH, DGGiQJ 
tangible support to the reconstruction of the faith of the Chorasmian elites. 

$kFKDkKDQ�kDlD FHUWDiQl\ ZDs oQH oI WKH PosW siJQi¿FDQW siWHs oI WKH SoliW\ oI 
&KoUDsPiD iQ iWs (DUl\ $QWiTXH � SHUioG �ca. PiG��sW FHQWXU\ %& ± HDUl\ �UG FHQWXU\ 
AD). This royal seat was founded around the 2nd century BC and abandoned in 
WKH �QG FHQWXU\ $'. 'XUiQJ iWs PDiQ sWDJH �6WDJH �, ZKiFK EHJiQs DUoXQG WKH �sW 
FHQWXU\ %& ± �sW FHQWXU\ $', FoiQFiGiQJ ZiWK WKH sWDUW oI WKH $QWiTXH � SHUioG� WKH 
Ceremonial Complex underwent a thorough transformation of its architecture and 
GHFoUDWioQ. $W WKH HQG oI 6WDJH �, $kFKDkKDQ�kDlD ZDs DEDQGoQHG, WKHQ GHsSoilHG 
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 
WKH sXEsHTXHQW Uo\Dl sHDW oI 7oSUDk�kDlD, ZKiFK ZDs IoXQGHG DIUHsK QHDUE\, HiWKHU 
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 
GHsHUWHG. 7KH SiFWoUiDl  HYiGHQFH  IUoP  WKH  siWH  FoQ¿UPs,  oQ  D ZKolH QHZ  sFDlH, 
WKDW D WUDGiWioQ oI PXUDl DUW KDG ÀoXUisKHG iQ &KoUDsPiD SUioU Wo WKH �QG FHQWXU\ 
AD, 5 Ds WKH ¿QGiQJs DW 7oSUDk�kDlD KDG SUHYioXsl\ sXJJHsWHG. 6 The Chorasmian 
DUWisWiF  WUDGiWioQ ZiWQHssHG  DW $kFKDkKDQ�kDlD, ZiWK  iWs  DUUD\ oI  WHFKQiTXHs  DQG 
sSHFiDli]HG FUDIWsPDQsKiS, Dlso sKoZs iPSoUWDQW WUDFHs oI ³H[WHUQDl´ FoQWUiEXWioQs 

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.

�.  7KH  PDWHUiDl  FXlWXUH  oI  WKH  ¿UsW  sWDJH  oI  7oSUDk�kDlD  GoHs  QoW  PDUk  D  caesura 
ZiWK  WKDW ZiWQHssHG  DW $kFKDkKDQ�kDlD�  DQG  WKH &KoUDsPiDQ (UD, ¿UsW  DWWHsWHG  iQ 
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 
³(DsWHUQ�+HllHQisWiF´ DHsWKHWiF �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 
³$FKDHPHQiG lHJDF\´ sHHPs Wo EH D FKDUDFWHUisWiF H[SUHssHG E\ WKH &KoUDsPiDQ 
culture. In sum, Akchakhan-kala’s mural fragments, constituting one of the 
JUHDWHsW  EoGiHs  oI ZDll  SDiQWiQJs oI  WKH &HQWUDl $siDQ  UHJioQ  iQ  WKH  ³SUH�HDUl\�
KXsKDQ SHUioG´, DUH ¿lliQJ D YoiG iQ WKH UHsHDUFK WKDW FoXlG KDYH EH PisWDkHQ IoU 
DQ DUFKDHoloJiFDl ³PiUDJH´. 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 
UHJQDl ¿UH DlWDU. 11

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

8. On the Hellenistic features of the Chorasmian material culture before Akchakhan-
kDlD  6WDJH  �,  sHH  MinArdi 2015, p. 87-95; on the painting and clay modelling 
WHFKQiTXHs� idem, S. �������� ����D� ����. 2Q WKH FoQFHSW oI =oUoDsWUiDQ DUW, sHH 
Grenet 2018.

�.  7KHUH is Qo HYiGHQFH oI D GiUHFW KXsKDQ GoPiQDWioQ oQ &KoUDsPiD. 2Q WKH ³PiUDJH´ 
�ZiWK  sSHFi¿F  UHIHUHQFH  Wo  *DQGKƗUD�,  sHH  IoU  iQsWDQFH  lo Muzio  ����,  S. ���� 
³:KDW  ,  sXJJHsW  is  WKDW ZH KDYH UHDsoQs HQoXJK  Wo JiYH XS UHJUHWWiQJ  WKH  loss oI 
*DQGKDUDQ PXUDls GDWiQJ Wo WKH ¿UsW FHQWXUiHs oI WKH FXUUHQW HUD >«@. ,W is SHUKDSs 
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 
Qo lHss UiFK WUDGiWioQ oI PXUDl SDiQWiQJ, QoZ FoPSlHWHl\ losW. >«@ 0\ iPSUHssioQ >is@ 
WKDW WKH iQÀXHQFH oI D so IDU XQGoFXPHQWHG WUDGiWioQ KDs DIIHFWHG oXU XQGHUsWDQGiQJ 
oI &HQWUDl $siDQ DUW Ds ZHll.´� ����, S. ���� ³$s IoU *DQGKƗUD, ZH sKoXlG SHUKDSs 
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 
DUWisWiF  SUoJUDPPH oI *DQGKDUDQ %XGGKisW PoQDsWHUiHs, ZKHUHDs  iW  JDiQHG ZiGHU 
SoSXlDUiW\ IUoP WKH IoXUWK FHQWXU\ oQZDUG´. 7Kis SoiQW KDs EHHQ DlUHDG\ UHPDUkHG 
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

7KH  QHZ  IUDJPHQWs  ZHUH  Dll  IoXQG  iQ  WKH  SHUiPHWUDl�FiUFXPDPEXlDWoU\ 
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, 
DQG WZo SUHGoPiQDQWl\ UHG KoUsHs, DFFoPSDQiHG E\ ³JUooPs´ �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 
FoDW �KHQFHIoUWK ³ElXH KoUsH´�. 7KH ³ElXH KoUsH´ �Ds ZHll Ds DQoWKHU XQSXElisKHG 
IUDJPHQW WKDW is SUoEDEl\ SDUW oI DQoWKHU \HlloZ HTXiG ZiWK SKDlHUD ± infra), almost 
certainly forms part of a previously discovered painting scene, published in 2012, 
DQG lDEHllHG Ds ³SUoFHssioQ sFHQH´ �Kidd �����. 7KH ³SUoFHssioQ sFHQH´, sKoZiQJ 
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). 

:KilH  WKH  IXll  UHsWoUDWioQ oI  WKH ³ElXH KoUsH´ ZDs FoPSlHWHG  iQ ����,  WKH 
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)

7KH ³ElXH KoUsH´ IUoP WKH soXWKHUQ FoUUiGoU GisSlD\s WKH KHDG DQG WKH QHFk 
oI D EUiGlHG KoUsH YiHZHG iQ SUo¿lH �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. �.�� sT. P. $lWKoXJK WKH SDUW oI WKH iPDJH WKDW sKoXlG GisSlD\ 
the bit is unfortunately lost, the presence of the partially preserved reins, and the 
FoPSDUisoQ ZiWK WKH sSHFiPHQs oI WKH ³SUoFHssioQ sFHQH´ �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. �� FP IUoP WKH PiG 
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 
oI PoUH ¿QH GHWDils, DQG Wo WKH UHYisioQ oI oWKHUs GisFXssHG KHUH. %XW WKH FXUUHQW sWDWH 
oI YisiEiliW\ oI WKH ¿JXUHs is PoUH WKDQ sXI¿FiHQW IoU DQ iQWHUiP DQDl\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 – $kFKDkKDQ�kDlD, SUHliPiQDU\ ��� WUDFiQJ oI ZDll SDiQWiQJ IUDJPHQWs $K�� :3� 
DQG :3�$ ZiWK SDUWiDl UHFoQsWUXFWioQ �³)UDJPHQW $´, �K$(�.

Fig. 3 – $kFKDkKDQ�kDlD, SUHliPiQDU\ ��� WUDFiQJ oI ZDll SDiQWiQJ IUDJPHQW $K�� :3�� 
ZiWK SDUWiDl UHFoQsWUXFWioQ �³)UDJPHQW %´, �K$(�.
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Fig. 6 – )iQDl ��� WUDFiQJ oI WKH ³ElXH KoUsH´ ��K$(�.

Fig. 5 – $kFKDkKDQ�kDlD, SKoWoJUDSK oI ZDll SDiQWiQJ IUDJPHQW $K�� :3�� DIWHU 
UHsWoUDWioQ �WKH ³ElXH KoUsH´, �K$(�.

Fig. 4 – Akchakhan-kala, preliminary 
1:1 tracing of wall painting fragment 

$K�� :3�� ZiWK SDUWiDl UHFoQsWUXFWioQ 
�³)UDJPHQW &´, �K$(�.
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�³IDlsH ElXH´ FoloXU� 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 
ElDFk FoQWoXU liQHs. $ ElDFk FoQWoXU liQH GHliPiWs WKH ZKolH ¿JXUH. 2WKHU IHDWXUHs 
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 
oQ WKH FKiQ. $ UHG�FoloXUHG SUHSDUDWoU\ GUDZiQJ ± D kiQG oI ³siQoSiD´ 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 
oQ D ZKiWH SlDsWHU EDFkJUoXQG ZiWK DQ ³a secco´ WHFKQiTXH, ZKiFK is XsXDl IoU WKH 
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 
FUHDWiQJ IUiH]Hs oI ³GooUs´ �D SDWWHUQ Dlso HPSlo\HG iQ 3HUsHSolis�. 18 As already 
noted in previous publications, 19 the colour red was possibly used in the paintings 
oI $kFKDkKDQ�kDlD Wo UHSUHsHQW JolG oU JilGHG oUQDPHQWs �DQG�oU MHZHls, EXW QoW 
exclusively, as for instance shown by the garments of the colossal gods). Thus, 
considering existing cases of ancient horses’ bridles decorated with gold elements, 
DloQJ ZiWK WKis SossiElH DssoFiDWioQ oI UHG ZiWK ¿QH GHFoUDWioQ iQ WKH ZDll SDiQWiQJs 
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 
oI D KoUsH¶s EUiGlH ± WKH sQDIÀH EUiGlH ± DUH DWWHsWHG iQ WKis &KoUDsPiDQ GHSiFWioQ� 
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 ����, S. ������� ZiWK UHIHUHQFHs.

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 ����, ¿Js. �, �������, DQG ����.

19. Betts et al. ����, S. ���, ���.

20. Cf. e.g. Sarmatian horse harness held in the Azov Museum (schiltz 2001, p. 206-
���, Qo. ����. &I. ;HQoSKoQ, Cyropaedia ,. ,,,, � �³KoUsH ZiWK JolG sWXGGHG EUiGlH´�.

21. The Chorasmian nose band does not seem to be a psalion.



horses with “GrooMs” At AKchAKhAn-KAlA 69

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, 
IoU WKH *UHHks. 22 The arrangement of the headstall of 
WKH ³ElXH KoUsH´ Dlso GiIIHUs IUoP WKH oQH HPSlo\HG 
centuries earlier by the Achaemenids, which 
very often also lacked the browband. �� However, 
trappings not dissimilar to those of the Akchakhan-
kDlD  H[DPSlH  DUH  illXsWUDWHG  iQ  soPH  3HUsHSoliWDQ 
bas-reliefs of the Apadana depicting horses lead by 
some western delegations (no. 6 and also nos. 19 and 
22). 24 2Q WKH oWKHU KDQG, WKH ³6oJGiDQ GHlHJDWioQ´ 
�Qo.  ���  KDs  KoUsHs  ZiWK  WUDSSiQJs  TXiWH  siPilDU 
to those employed by the Achaemenids (without 
browband), while the horses of the delegation of the 
Sakā tigraxaudā have trappings matching those of 
WKH 3HUsiDQ Uo\Dl KoUsHs. 

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 
SUoPiQHQW  HlHPHQW  oI  WKH  KHDGsWDll  oI  WKH  ³ElXH  KoUsH´.  7Zo  oWKHU  UoXQGHls, 
smaller than the prometopidion DQG likHZisH YiHZHG iQ SUo¿lH, DGGiWioQDll\ GHFoU 
the upper forehead and the frontal part of the animal’s nose, as they are attached 
UHsSHFWiYHl\ Wo iWs EUoZEDQG DQG QosHEDQG. $ WKiUG UoXQGHl, D IXll\ YisiElH ÀoZHU 
UosHWWH, is IDsWHQHG Wo WKH KDUQHss FUoss sWUDSs �DW WKH MXQFWioQ EHWZHHQ FUoZQSiHFH, 
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 
oI  WKH  ³ÀoUDl  HlHPHQWs ZiWKiQ  sTXDUHs´  WKDW GHFoUDWHs  WKH SUHFioXs akinakes on 

22.  &I.  H.J.  WKH  KoUsH  KHDG  oQ  WHWUDGUDFKPs  oI  6HlHXFXs  IUoP :HsWHUQ $siD  0iQoU 
(pAnAGiotis and lorBer ����, ¿J. ��.

��. E.J.  WKH  kiQJ¶s  KoUsHs  UHSUHsHQWHG  iQ  WKH $SDGDQD  oI  3HUsHSolis  �schMidt  ����, 
Sl. ���. 6oPH oI WKH 3HUsiDQ KoUsHs iQ WKH $lH[DQGHU 0osDiF oI WKH +oXsH oI WKH )DXQ 
DW 3oPSHii KDYH Qo FKiQ SiHFH, EXW Dll oI WKHP �WKH QoQ�KDUQHssHG oQHs� KDYH EUoZ 
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  ����,  6\UiDQs,  Sl.  ���  6kXGUiDQs�7KUDFiDQs,  Sl.  ��  E�  /iE\DQs,  Sl.  ��  E� 
Cf. Gropp ����, UHsSHFWiYHl\� /\GiDQs, 7KUDFiDQs DQG /iE\DQs. 

Fig. 7 – Reconstructive 
sketch of the bridle gear of 
WKH $kFKDkKDQ�kDlD¶s ³ElXH 

KoUsH´ �0iQDUGi�.
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oQH �6UǀsK�6UDosKD�, DQG WKH GoPHG KDW oI DQoWKHU, oI WKH FolossDl $YHsWDQ GHiWiHs 
of Akchakhan-kala, although without red-painted areas as in the gods. 25 Another 
SUoEDEl\ PDWFKiQJ UosHWWH, QoZ losW, sKoXlG KDYH EHHQ loFDWHG DW WKH MXQFWioQ oI 
noseband and cheekpiece. 26 

25. Betts et al. ����, Sl. � �sZoUG�� ����, ¿J. � �KDW�� idem for exhaustive discussion of 
the motif.

26.  &I.  �sW  FHQWXU\ %&  EUoQ]H  HTXHsWUiDQ  sWDWXHWWH  oI $lH[DQGHU  IUoP +HUFXlDQHXP. 
Alexander’s steed wears a bridle ornamented with rosettes and a very prominent 
ÀoZHU�likH prometopidion. %XW WKis lDWWHU is QoW DssoFiDWHG ZiWK D ³FUoss s\sWHP´ �sHH 
the recent siAno et al. ����, ¿J. �� �E�. 6iPilDU EXlJiQJ, DlEHiW SlDiQ, prometopidia 

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

¿J. �����.

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

Bulgaria (after MAzArov 
et al. ����, ¿J. ���.

Fig. 8 – )iHlG ��� WUDFiQJ oI WKH iQ siWX ³SUoFHssioQ sFHQH´ ZiWK SDUWiDl UHFoQsWUXFWioQ  
as documented in 2005 (©KAE).
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7o WKis YHU\ sSHFi¿F ³sWUDS s\sWHP´ ZiWK 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 
WKH EUiGlH DQG FoYHUiQJ  WKH QXFKDl FUHsW oI  WKH KoUsH. +oZHYHU,  MXsW EHloZ  WKis 
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 
HDUliHU  7KUDFiDQ  KDUQHssHs  WHsWiI\  WKH  H[isWHQFH  oI  TXiWH  siPilDU  oUQDPHQWs  iQ 
precious metal (Fig. 10), 28  WKH ³ElXH KoUsH´  UHG ³FDS´ PD\ YHU\ ZHll  UHSUHsHQW 
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 
KoUsHs¶ QosHs DUH QoW H[FHSWioQDl iQ $siD, WKH\ DUH TXiWH XQFoPPoQ DQG DliHQ Wo 
the proper (western) Hellenistic world 29 – and their association with a frontail is 
exceptional. �� 

6iPilDU, DlEHiW QoW HTXiYDlHQW, sWUDS s\sWHPs ZiWK D FUossiQJ oQ WKH KoUsHs¶ 
IoUHKHDGs DUH ¿UsW DWWHsWHG iQ WKH FoQWH[W oI WKH (XUDsiDQ sWHSSHs� H[DPSlHs FoPHs 
from Arzhan in Tuva (9th – 7th centuries BC), �� in modern Southern Russia in 
former Scythian territories (5th century BC), �� DQG SHUKDSs IUoP *UHHk WHUUiWoUiHs 

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.  ����,  S. �������  ��QG  oU  �sW  FHQWXU\  %&�.  7Kis  sSHFiPHQ,  KHUH 
Fig. 10, was found with some horse hair still inside its upper part.

29.  $s DlUHDG\ QoWHG E\ 3IUoPPHU iQ BothMer 1990, p. 191 (although this is clearly not 
H[FlXsiYHl\ ³D QoPDGiF IHDWXUH´�.

��. See Minchev  ����.  $lso,  D  sPDll  JolG  DSSliTXH  oI  XQkQoZQ  SUoYHQiHQFH  �EXW 
+HllHQisWiF iQ sW\lH� KHlG iQ WKH 0iKo 0XsHXP �KWWS���ZZZ.PiKo.oU.MS�EooWK�KWPl�
DUWFoQ���������H.KWP�,  is  GHFoUDWHG ZiWK  DQ  HPEossHG KoUsH  SUoPoWH ZHDUiQJ  D 
headstall with a similar metal frontail. This element is additionally associated with 
cross straps directly attached to it (cf. infra QoWH ���. 7KH KDUQHss oI  WKis  WoUHXWiF 
specimen, albeit schematic and uncomplete, is comparable, although somehow 
different, to the Chorasmian one.

��. BoKovenKo 2000 with references; according to Bokovenko’s reconstructions (idem, 
¿Js.  �  DQG  ��  WKHsH  HDUl\  H[DPSlHs  lDFk  EoWK  QosHEDQG  DQG  EUoZEDQG.  2Q  WKH 
chronology of Arzhan 1 and 2 barrows, zAitsevA et al. 2007.

��. MelyuKovA 1989, p. 96-97; see also, Minchev ����, S. ���, ¿J. �� IoU D ³6F\WKiDQ´ 
specimen from Ukraine.
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EXW FHUWDiQl\ IUoP 7KUDFH �lDWH �WK ± �UG FHQWXU\ %&�. �� 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 �� iQ KoUsH KDUQHssiQJ DQG WKDW, DlWKoXJK WKH ³FUoss s\sWHP´ PiJKW 
have originated in the steppes, it was thenceforth adopted and re-elaborated in 

��. Minchev ����. 7KH DXWKoUs ZoXlG likH Wo H[SUHss WKHiU JUDWiWXGH Wo $. 0iQFKHY IoU 
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 
WoUHXWiF iWHPs oI *UHHk FUDIWsPDQsKiS IoXQG iQ 7KUDFiDQ WHUUiWoU\ DQG SXElisKHG iQ 
MAzArov et al. ���� �Qos. ��, 3HJDsXs UK\WoQ� ���, *UHHk k\li[�. 7KHsH H[DPSlHs 
PD\ DFWXDll\ DWWHsW WKH �UDUH� DGoSWioQ oI WKH ³FUoss s\sWHP´ E\ WKH *UHHks DlUHDG\ 
between the 5th and the 4th century BC.

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

��.  :iWK SHUKDSs WKH solH H[FHSWioQ oI WKH PHQWioQHG YHU\ HDUl\ sWHSSiF H[DPSlHs.

Fig. 11 – Bas-relief from the reemployed 
GHFoUDWioQ oI D RoPDQ /DWH RHSXEliFDQ 
tomb (via Flaminia, Fossombrone, Italy) 
depicting a bridle with cross straps (after 

luni ����, ¿J. ���, S. ����.

Fig. 12 – Fragment of a Roman Imperial 
HTXHsWUiDQ PoQXPHQW IUoP 6XDsD, ,WDl\ 

��7KH :DlWHUs $UW 0XsHXPs�.
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GiIIHUHQW  FXlWXUDl  KoUi]oQs. :KHQ  FUoss  sWUDSs  oQ  KoUsHs¶  IoUHKHDGs  DSSHDU  iQ 
Roman, Thracian and Eastern Hellenistic contexts, they are used in parallel with 
oWKHU DQG PoUH ZiGHl\ DGoSWHG s\sWHPs, FoQ¿UPiQJ WKDW WKHiU iPSlHPHQWDWioQ ZDs 
mainly a matter of aesthetics. �� Even within the Chorasmian material culture, the 
FUoss sWUDSs oI WKH $kFKDkKDQ�kDlD ³ElXH KoUsH´ DUH, so IDU, DQ 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 
IUoP WKH EDUUoZs oI 3D]\U\k, oI ZKiFK ZH KDYH sHYHUDl GiYHUJHQW YHUsioQs�, �� but 
we have also diachronic cases from Assyria to the Roman west. Hence, considering 
WKDW  WKH  YDUioXs  HlHPHQWs  oI  WKH  KoUsH  WUDSSiQJs ZHUH  TXiWH  YDUiDElH  iQ  WKH  �sW 
FHQWXU\ %& ± �sW FHQWXU\ $', iW is GiI¿FXlW Wo DsFHUWDiQ ZKHWKHU WKis YHU\ sSHFi¿F 
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 
Wo JiYH iW ³iQGiYiGXDliW\´� oU, EXW iW is PoUH GiI¿FXlW Wo SUoYH, WDkiQJ iQWo DFFoXQW 
the prominence of the thick prometopidion, for symbolic reasons (infra). One 
PD\  Dlso  iQIHU  WKDW  sXFK  sSHFi¿FiW\  iQ  WKH  UHSUHsHQWDWioQ  oI  KoUsH  WUDSSiQJs  DW 
$kFKDkKDQ�kDlD FoXlG KDYH EHHQ iQWHQGHG Wo iQGiFDWH D sSHFi¿F FXlWXUDl�UHJioQDl 
SUoYHQiHQFH IoU WKH DQiPDl ± EXW DW WKH SUHsHQW sWDJH WKis sHHPs KiJKl\ FoQMHFWXUDl.

The closest, and almost matching, Central Asian comparandum for the 
EUiGlH s\sWHP oI WKH ³ElXH KoUsH´ FoPHs IUoP WKH H[FDYDWioQ oI $i KKDQoXP� D 
IUDJPHQW oI SlDsWHU FDsWiQJ GisFoYHUHG iQ WKH ³+oXsH oI WKH soXWK�ZHsW QHiJKEoXU´ 
by the DAFA,  sKoZs  D  EUiGlHG  KoUsH  YiHZHG  iQ  SUo¿lH  �Fig. 13). �� The low-
UHliHI SlDsWHU ¿JXUH,  iQ D GiIIHUHQW PHGiXP DQG IUoP D GiIIHUHQW FoQWH[W, so  lHss 
ÀDW DQG PoUH UHDlisWiF FoPSDUHG Wo WKH &KoUDsPiDQ ZDll SDiQWiQJ, FlHDUl\ sKoZs 
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 

��.  $QG oI Qo FKUoQoloJiFDl siJQi¿FDQFH �pFroMMer ����, S. ���. $s QoWHG E\ 3IUoPPHU 
(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  ����,  ¿J. ���,  Dlso  FoQYHQiHQWl\  SXElisKHG  iQ tissot 2006, 
S. ����.

��. In Chorasmia surviving representations of horses in different media are rare. Some 
wall painting fragments relative to representation of small bridled horses were 
IoXQG DW 7oSUDk�kDlD iQ WKH 1oUWK�ZHsW EDsWioQ oI WKH ³+iJK 3DlDFH´ �rApoport and 
nerAziK 1984, p. 198-199; no images available). 

��. E.g. rudenKo ����, ¿J. ��� �sHFoQG UiGiQJ oXW¿W IUoP %DUUoZ � ZiWK prometopidion 
attached to the browband).

��. BernArd ����, S. �������� lecuyot et al. ����, S. �����, Sl. ;,9, Qo. ����.
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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 
IUoP WKH *UDHFo�%DFWUiDQ oQH iQ iWs PoUH 
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 
WZo  oEMHFWs  UHSUHsHQWiQJ  KoUsHs  ZHDUiQJ 
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 
KoUsH SUoWoPH �FoQsiGHUHG ³3DUWKiDQ´ EXW 
YHU\  likHl\  *UDHFo�%DFWUiDQ�  UHSUHsHQWHG 
with partial trappings including cross 
straps and forehead ornament. 41 Both 
oEMHFWs GisSlD\ PoUH sFKHPDWiF KHDGsWDlls 
FoPSDUHG  Wo  WKH *UDHFo�%DFWUiDQ  sWXFFo, 
due to stylistic constrains and differences 
in media.

40.  ,Q WKH FDsH oI WKis sWDWXHWWH, WKH KHDGsWDll is PDGH oI JolG ZiUHs. 7KH FUoss sWUDSs MoiQ 
the browband, as in the above-mentioned Roman specimens. 

41.  3IUoPPHU iQ BothMer 1990, p. 190-191.

Fig. 14 – ³2[Xs 7UHDsXUH´, JolG sWDWXHWWH oI D EUiGlHG KoUsH �$� DIWHU pFroMMer ����, 
¿J. �� %� �%UiWisK 0XsHXP, DFF. Qo. �������.

Fig. 13 – Ai Khanoum, plaster casting of 
D KoUsH IUoP WKH ³+oXsH oI WKH soXWK�
ZHsW QHiJKEoXU´ �DIWHU )rAncFort  

et al. 2014, p. 75).
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7KH ³ElXH KoUsH´  IUDJPHQW  IUoP  WKH ZHsWHUQ HQG oI  WKH  soXWKHUQ FoUUiGoU 
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 
oI, WKH ³SUoFHssioQ sFHQH´ oI PHQ DQG KoUsHs SDUWiDll\ IoXQG iQ siWX oQ WKH HDsW 
facade of the southern portion of the western corridor. Although only the lower 
SDUW oI WKH ³SUoFHssioQ sFHQH´ ZDs SUHsHUYHG DW GisFoYHU\ �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 
oQ WKH QHZ IUDJPHQWs. 7KXs, WKH ³ElXH KoUsH¶s´ KHDG, ZiWK D lDUJH ElDQk sSDFH iQ 
front of it, and without traces of a standing rider on its side, very likely belonged 
Wo D  sSHFiPHQ oI DQoWKHU  sHJPHQW oI  WKH ³SUoFHssioQ sFHQH´  WKDW,  sWDUWiQJ  IUoP 
the southern access to the complex, continued round to its western gate – but not 
EH\oQG EHFDXsH WKHUH ZH ¿QG WKH ³SoUWUDiW JDllHU\´ �Fig. 1).

7KH  iQ  siWX  ³SUoFHssioQ  sFHQH´,  DGYDQFiQJ  QoUWKZDUG,  SUHsHUYHs  WKH  FlHDU 
GHSiFWioQ oI WKUHH PHQ iQ WUoXsHUs JoiQJ oQ IooW DQG WKH ¿YH KoUsHs ZiWK JiUWKs 
which they are guiding, possibly leading (Fig. 8). �� In this section of the corridor, 
ZH  PD\  WKHQ  sXSSosH  WKH  H[isWHQFH  oI  DW  lHDsW  ¿YH  SDiUs  oI  PHQ�KoUsHs.  7KH 
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 
WKH\  DUH  DGYDQFiQJ  iQ  IUoQW  oI  WKHP. 7KH  KoUsHs¶  FoloXUs  IolloZ  WKH  sHTXHQFH� 
ElDFk ±  UHG ± ³ElXH´ ±  UHG ± ElDFk, ZKiFK,  iQ oXU YiHZ, ZDs FKosHQ  Wo FUHDWH D 
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 7KH QHZl\ GisFoYHUHG  ³ElXH  KoUsH¶s´  KHDG PDWFKHs  WKH 
JUH\�ElXH FoloXU oI WKH sSHFiPHQ DW WKH FHQWUH oI WKH ³SUoFHssioQ sFHQH´ Ds iW is 
preserved. 

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

%HsiGHs  WKH  ³SUoFHssioQ  sFHQH´  oI  WKH  ZHsWHUQ  FoUUiGoU  oI  WKH  &HQWUDl 
%XilGiQJ, DQG WKH ³ElXH KoUsH´ IUoP WKH soXWKHUQ oQH, EoWK SUoEDEl\ EHloQJiQJ Wo 
a long visual display of horses preceded by grooms, three other new depictions of 

42. Kidd ���� ¿J. � loFDWHs WKH SUoFHssioQ HUUoQHoXsl\ iQ WKH QoUWKHU SDUW oI WKH FoUUiGoU.

��. This is now certain (cf. Kidd ����, ���. /ikHZisH,  iW  is DlPosW FHUWDiQ WKDW Dll  WKH 
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 ����, S. �������, ¿J. �� ZKHUH WKH KoUsHs DUH ElXH, ElDFk UHG DQG ZKiWH�. 
In the Avesta (Yt. VIII. 18-22) Tištrya in the form of a white horse (with golden, 
shining harness – pAnAino ����� ¿JKWs WKH GHYD $SDoãD, iQ Kis WXUQ iQ WKH IoUP oI 
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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HTXiGs HTXDll\ DFFoPSDQiHG E\ ³JUooPs´, ZHUH GisFoYHUHG GXUiQJ WKH H[FDYDWioQs 
of the norther corridor. Unlikely the others, these horses were not shown following 
WKHiU  ³JUooPs´,  EXW  iQ  DQ  iQWiPDWH  DssoFiDWioQ  ZiWK  WKHP�  WKH  ³JUooPs´  DUH 
sWDQGiQJ EHsiGH WKH KoUsHs, TXiWH FlosH Wo WKHiU KHDGs. 7KHsH WKUHH SiHFHs Zill EH 
GisFXssHG Ds� IUDJPHQW $ �$K�� :3s � DQG �� ZKiWH KoUsH ZiWK UHG sDGGlH�FloWK 
DQG ³JUooP´, Fig. 2�� IUDJPHQW % �$K�� :3��� ZKiWH�IDFHG KoUsH ZiWK UHG EoG\ 
DQG EHsW  SUHsHUYHG  ³JUooP´, Fig. 3��  DQG  IUDJPHQW &  �$K�� :3���  UHG�IDFHG 
KoUsH ZiWK YHU\ SDUWiDll\ SUHsHUYHG ³JUooP´, Fig. 4). 

The horses’ heads preserved on fragments A, B and C have the same 
SUoSoUWioQs Ds WKH ³ElXH KoUsH´, ZiWK D PiG�H\H lHYHl ± PoXWK PHDsXUH oI DEoXW 
�� FP. 8QlikH WKH ³SUoFHssioQ sFHQH´ DQG WKH ³ElXH KoUsH´, WKH ¿JXUHs oQ % DQG 
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 
WKH QoUWKHUQ FoUUiGoU, so WKDW iWs KoUsH DQG ³JUooP´ lookHG HDsWZDUG. $s D UHsXlW, 
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 
³ElXH KoUsH´ DQG WKH ³SUoFHssioQ sFHQH´, iWs iPDJHs IolloZHG D FloFk�ZisH UoXWH 
departing from the south gate of the building �ZKilH WKH ³SoUWUDiWs´ Go QoW sHHP 
Wo  iQGiFDWH  GiUHFWioQ�.  &oQsHTXHQWl\,  H[FlXGiQJ  IoU  WKH PoPHQW  DQ  iPSUoEDElH 
EXW QoW iPSossiElH MX[WDSosiWioQ oI iPDJHs oQ WKH sDPH �soXWK� ZDll, WKH iPDJHU\ 
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 
HDsW. $s soPH IUDPHG GHSiFWioQs oI DQWKUoSoPoUSKiF EXsWs ZiWK KHDGs iQ SUo¿lH 
±  XQSXElisKHG  DGGiWioQs  Wo  WKH  ³SoUWUDiW  JDllHU\´  oI  WKH  QoUWKHUQ  sHFWioQ  oI  WKH 
western corridor – come from the same excavation area of fragments A-C (i.e. the 
QoUWKHUQ FoUUiGoU�,  WKH H[isWHQFH oI DQ XSSHU UHJisWHU ZiWK ³SoUWUDiWs´ DEoYH  WKH 
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 
KoUsH IUoP WDil Wo WKUoDW, ZiWK D ³JUooP´ sWDQGiQJ iQ liQH ZiWK iWs EUHDsW. $lWKoXJK 
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 
DssoFiDWHG JHDU. /ikH WKH ³ElXH KoUsH´, KoUsH $ is EUiGlHG. $ sHJPHQW oI iWs SDiU 
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 
FDQ EH  sHHQ oI  WKH KHDGsWDll,  EXW  WKDW  iW  sHHPs  WKDW  WKH  ³JUooP´  is  QoW  KolGiQJ 
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 
³SUoFHssioQ sFHQH´ KDYH JiUWKs, DQG WKDW KoUsH $ KDs D EUiGlH DQG UHiQs, WKis FloWK 
might be a saddle with saddle cover. The saddle cover is painted in a solid deep 

45.  ,Q FoQsHTXHQFH, IUoP QosH Wo WDil WKH KoUsH lHQJWK sKoXlG EH DEoXW �.�� P.
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UHG FoloXU �FI. ;HQoSKoQ, Cyropaedia 9,,,. �. ��� DQG is GHFoUDWHG ZiWK YHUWiFDl 
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. 
7Kis FoQ¿UPs WKDW WKH KoUsHs oI WKH QoUWKHUQ FoUUiGoU ZHUH UiGHUlHss, DQG so WKDW 
WKH  ³JUooPs´,  IoU  WKHiU  SosiWioQ, PiJKW  YHU\ ZHll  EH  WKHiU  XQPoXQWHG  UiGHUs. $ 
Chorasmo-Aramaic painted epigraph runs above the saddle (not yet deciphered). 
$s ZiWK WKH ³ElXH KoUsH´, WKH loZHU SDUW oI WKH FKHHk oI KoUsH $ is FoYHUHG ZiWK KDiU 
�UHQGHUHG E\ sKoUW ElDFk WUDiWs�, DQG Ds WKH KHDG is ÀH[HG IoUZDUG, WKH IolGs oI WKH 
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 
KDs ZKiWH sWUDSs oXWliQHG  iQ ElDFk, GHFoUDWHG ZiWK  UHG  UoXQGHls�UosHWWHs. 8QlikH 
WKH EUiGlH oI  WKH ³ElXH KoUsH´ ZiWK  iWs FKDUDFWHUisWiF FUoss�sWUDSs, KoUsH % KDs D 
PoUH FoPPoQ sQDIÀH EUiGlH, Dlso ZiWKoXW D FKiQ SiHFH. +oUsH % Dlso  lDFks  WKH 
prominent prometopidion  oI  WKH  ³ElXH KoUsH´.  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. 
:H PD\ HYiGHQWl\ sXSSosH WKH SUHsHQFH �EXW QoW \HW DsFHUWDiQDElH� oI UHiQ UiQJs 
�D  IUDJPHQW  oI  oQH  is  YisiElH  iQ  KoUsH $�. 7KH  ³JUooP´  oI  KoUsH %  is  WKH  EHsW 
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. 3ossiEl\ oQl\ WKH KoUsH¶s KHDG ZDs UHQGHUHG iQ UHG, ZKilsW 
iWs  EoG\ ZDs  iQ ZKiWH,  EXW  WKis  is  GiI¿FXlW  Wo  GHWHUPiQH  DW  SUHsHQW. 7KH  WiSs  oI 
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 
sSHFiPHQ ZiWK WKH sSHFi¿F PDUkiQJ oI D ZKiWH IDFH KoUsH, DGGiQJ Wo WKH YDUiHW\ oI WKH 
horses of Akchakhan-kala, which are blue, red, black, white or yellow. Otherwise 
ZH PiJKW  sSHFXlDWH  WKDW  WKH  EoG\  ZDs  DUWi¿FiDll\  FoloXUHG  ZiWK  SXUSlH,  EXW  WKis 
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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WKH PX]]lH  is  QoW  SUHsHUYHG,  WKH  DQiPDl  sHHPs  Wo ZHDU  D  sQDIÀH  EUiGlH  siPilDU 
to that of horse B, with white straps outlined in black and roundels decorated 
ZiWK UHG UosHWWHs. 7KH ³JUooP´ is YHU\ SooUl\ SUHsHUYHG, oQl\ UHFoJQi]DElH GXH 
Wo WKH SUHsHQFH oI WKH IHDWKHUs oI WKH EiUG SUoWoPH oQ Kis�KHU KHDGJHDU. $s ZiWK 
fragment B, again traces of a painted epigraph visible in front of the horse belong 
to an under-layer of painting.

7KH WKUHH DQWKUoSoPoUSKiF ¿JXUHs GisSlD\HG iQ $�&, XS Wo QoZ UHIHUUHG Ds 
Wo ³JUooPs´, DUH HYiGHQWl\ FlosHl\ DssoFiDWHG ZiWK WKHiU PoXQWs. 7KH\ DUH sWDQGiQJ 
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 
KoUsH, DQG MXGJiQJ IUoP IUDJPHQW %, ZKHUH WKH ³JUooP´ is YisiEl\ JUDsSiQJ ZiWK 
both hands an additional strap running vertically, departing from the reins (but 
oGGl\ QoW  IUoP WKH EiW DQG  iQ  IUoQW oI Kis�KHU EoG\�,  WKH ³JUooPs´ sHHP QoW  Wo 
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 
UHiQs YisiElH iQ IUDJPHQW $, DQG WKH UHG UHiQs oQ WKH ³ElXH KoUsH´ ± ZKiFK sHHP 
short and taut 47 – might instead be bearing reins (or checkreins), sharing their 
SXUSosH ZiWK WKDW oI D PDUWiQJDlH. ,I WKis ZDs WKH FDsH, WKH ³JUooPs´ ZoXlG WKHQ 
hold the horse by the reins. Only the full restoration of the fragments would help 
Wo DQsZHU Wo WKis TXHsWioQ DQG Wo JiYH Xs PoUH SUHFisH iQGiFDWioQs oI WKH GHYiFH 
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. AnG  WKH PDQ\ IolGs oQ  WKHiU QHFks sHHP Wo FoQ¿UP WKis. $ ElDFk�JlD]HG FHUDPiF 
UK\WoQ ZiWK KoUsH SUoWoPH IUoP WKH HDsWHUQ &KoUDsPiD siWH oI KDlDlܢ�JܢU �, ZHDUiQJ 

Fig. 15 – Heraios, silver tetradrachm 
��&1* �� /oW�����.

Fig. 16 – Neo-Assyrian relief from Nineveh, 
detail of fragment 

��0(7 $FF. Qo. ��.���.���.
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+.�3.  )UDQFIoUW  UHFHQWl\  GisFXssHG  WKHsH  SDUWiFXlDU  HlHPHQWs  oI  WKH  KoUsH 
harness. 49 He believes that such devices had originated among the horse riders of 
WKH sWHSSHs DQG WKDW DIWHUZDUGs sSUHDG iQWo %DFWUiDQD DQG *DQGKƗUD WKDQks Wo WKH 
DUUiYDl oI <XH]Ki DQG 6DkƗs �Fig. 15). According to Francfort, these devices were 
UHTXiUHG E\ WKHiU W\SH oI ZDUIDUH. 7KH PDUWiQJDlH DQG WKH fausse martingale were 
then widely adopted by horsemen in the Eastern Hellenistic milieu, while there 
is  Qo  HYiGHQFH  UHlDWiYH  Wo  3DUWKiD  DQG 0HsoSoWDPiD. 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 
WKH iFoQoJUDSK\ oI *DQGKƗUD �Fig. 17). 52 The vicinity of Chorasmia to the steppes 
PiJKW H[SlDiQ  WKH oUiJiQ oI  WKH XsH oI  WKH PDUWiQJDlH DQG�oU  WKH EHDUiQJ UHiQ DW 
Akchakhan-kala (if we consider the depictions of this gear on the wall paintings 
Ds ³GHsFUiSWiYH´�.

,W is DW WKis SoiQW iPSoUWDQW Wo oEsHUYH WKDW WKH ³JUooPs´ iQ IUDJPHQWs $, % DQG 
& DUH DlPosW H[DFW UHSliFDs oI WKH sHUiHs oI EXsWs sHHQ iQ SUo¿lH, Dlso kQoZQ Ds WKH 
³SoUWUDiWs´, GisFoYHUHG iQ WKH QoUWKHUQ sHFWioQ oI WKH ZHsWHUQ FoUUiGoU �� and in the 
same northern one. 7KHsH ¿JXUHs, ZiWK WKHiU ElDFk, QHFk�lHQJWK, EXlJiQJ KDiU, lDUJH 
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 
WKH\ KDYH QoZ, so Wo sSHDk, lHIW WKHiU IUDPHs Wo EH IXll\ GHYHloSHG ¿JXUHs, is WKDW 
they are somewhat smaller and livelier and no more strictly bi-dimensional. They 
DUH sWill ZHDUiQJ  WKH FKDUDFWHUisWiF oYHU�GHYHloSHG UHG  WoUTXHs ZiWK ]ooPoUSKiF 
terminals, with the addition of what seem to be womanly spiral armlets on their 
wrists. 54 7KH\ DUH HYHQ sSoUWiQJ  WKH YHU\ sSHFi¿F KHDGJHDU GHFoUDWHG ZiWK EiUG 
protomai IoXQG iQ soPH oI WKH ³SoUWUDiWs´ �Fig. 18). Only the presence or absence 
oI HDUUiQJs is \HW XQFHUWDiQ. +oZHYHU, WKH WoUTXHs ZoUQ oQ WKHiU QHFks, XQlikH WKosH 

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 
SUoEDEl\ DQ iPSoUW IUoP WKH *UHHk ZoUlG �Ds oEsHUYHG iQ MinArdi 2015, p. 95 and 
¿J. �� $�. &oQsiGHUiQJ WKH SossiElH GHSiFWioQ oI WKis SDUWiFXlDU HlHPHQW, WKH UK\WoQ 
may have come to Chorasmia from an Eastern Hellenistic milieu.

49. FrAncFort ����, S. �������.

50. FrAncFort ����, S. ���.

51. Or proto-martingale?

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

��. yAGodin et al. ���� �loFDWioQ oI IUDJPHQWs GHWDilHG DW S. ��, ¿J. ��.

54. Cf. wall painting fragment from Toprak-kala depicting a female character wearing a 
red spiral armlet (tolstov ����, ¿J. ��, FoloXU GUDZiQJ�. )oU D GHWDil oI oQH oI WKH 
¿QDls oI WKHsH WoUTXHs, sHH MinArdi ����, S. ���, ¿J. �.
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iQ  Dll  WKH  ³SoUWUDiWs´,  DUH  QoW  SDUWl\ 
covered by their soft clothes. In the 
case of B, and very likely in that of 
$,  WKH  ³JUooPs´  DUH  QoW  ZHDUiQJ  WKH 
XsXDl  FDIWDQ  ZoUQ  E\  WKH  ¿JXUHs  iQ 
WKH  ³SoUWUDiWs´,  EXW ZKDW  sHHPs  Wo  EH 
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 
E\  ³JUooP´  %,  ZKiFK  DUH  DssoFiDWHG 
ZiWK  D  sHUiHs  oI  ElDFk  sTXDUH�sKDSHG 
scales. 55 The scales (or small plates?) 
DUH SUHsHUYHG oQ WKH EoG\ oI WKH ¿JXUH, 
between his two hands, while the arms 
seem unprotected; unfortunately the 
loZHU  SDUW  oI  WKH  ¿JXUH  is  PissiQJ. 
7Kis  W\SH  oI  DUPoXU  ¿QGs  iWs  FlosHsW 
comparanda with those represented 
in several contemporary reliefs of 
*DQGKƗUD �Fig. 19). 56 

Ultimately, we are now able to 
sSHFiI\ WKDW WKH EHDUGlHss ³JUooPs´ oI 
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 
¿EXlD �FI. H.J. rosenField ����, ¿J. ��, KXsKDQ sSHFiPHQ IUoP 0DWKXUD�. ,W is Dlso 
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  ����,  WDEs.  ��,  ��  �G�,  ����  sHH 
also cAllieri and FiliGenzi ����, 1o. ���, S. ��� �Sl. 9,,,�. $ �UG��WK FHQWXU\ $' 
fragment of stone relief found in Kara-tepe, Termez, now held at the Institute of 
$UFKDHoloJ\ oI 6DPDUkDQG, siPilDUl\ GHSiFWs D KXPDQ ¿JXUH �KHDGlHss DQG liPElHss� 
wearing a scale armour with breast disk and its fours straps (ABdullAev 2014, p. 109, 
¿J. ����. $ siPilDU EUHDsW Gisk is Dlso SDUW oI WKH SUoWHFWiYH JHDU WKDW $UGDãƯU , ZHDUs 
iQ Kis WUiXPSKDl UHliHI DW )ƯUǌ]ƗEƗG �DEoXW ��� $'�. 8QlikH IUoP Kis IDWKHU, âƗSXU, iQ 
the well-known cameo of the Cabinet des Médailles, wears it without a coat of mail 
oU DUPoXU �WKis is WKH ³DSH]Dk´, ZiWK WKH loZHU sWUDSs KoUi]oQWDll\ SlDFHG DUoXQG WKH 
FKHsW, Dlso sSoUWHG E\ WKH 6DssDQiG kiQJs Ds ³Uo\Dl KXQWHUs´�. 

Fig. 17 – Examples of depictions of reins 
�D�, FKHFkUHiQs �D�� DQG PDUWiQJDlHs �D�� iQ 
*DQGKƗUDQ UHliHIs �GHWDil DIWHU FAccennA and 

FiliGenzi ����, S. ���, Sl. ����.
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such as the martingale, or checkrein, of their horses, and the type of armour 
ZoUQ E\ WKHP, ¿QG WKHiU FlosHsW DI¿QiWiHs ZiWK WKH iFoQoJUDSK\ oU JHDU IUoP WKH 
+HllHQisHG soXWK, iQ WKH sSHFi¿F FDsH oI WKH PDUWiQJDlH ZiWK D sXSSosHG ³Sakā´ 
origin. The presence of these elements in the imagery of Akchakhan-kala, so far 
XQiTXH iQ &KoUDsPiD, PiJKW YHU\ ZHll KDYH EHHQ FDXsHG E\ WKH DUWisWiF lDQJXDJH 
used by the artists at work at the site, but unlikely those who worked at the horses 
were foreigners (infra�. ,W is, IoU WKH PoPHQW, UDWKHU GiI¿FXlW iQsWHDG Wo WUDFk WKHP 
EDFk Wo D FoPPoQ ³sWHSSiF EDFkJUoXQG´ EHWZHHQ &KoUDsPiDQs DQG ,QGo�6DkƗs.

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 
³SoUWUDiW JDllHU\´ oI WKH ZHsWHUQ FoUUiGoU 

of the Central Building (©KAE).

Fig. 19 – Two fragments of mid-1st century 
$' *DQGKƗUDQ UHliHI IUoP WKH PDiQ sWXSD 
of Saidu Sharif I depicting warriors (A: 
after FAccennA ����, WDE. ��� %� idem, 

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

second half of the 1st – 2nd cent. AD]
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WKHP DSSDUHQWl\ FoQWHPSoUDU\ ZiWK WKH ³SoUWUDiWs´, ZKiFK ZHUH GisFoYHUHG iQ WKH 
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 
DQiPDls� XQlikH WKosH oI WKH ³SUoFHssioQ sFHQH´ WKH\ ZHUH sWDQGiQJ �oU ZDlkiQJ� 
DloQJsiGH WKHP. )XUWKHU, WKH\ YisXDll\ PDWFK WKH FKDUDFWHUisWiFs oI WKH ³SoUWUDiWs´ 
ZKilH  WKH JUooPs oI  WKH ³SUoFHssioQ sFHQH´ �ZKo DSSDUHQWl\ ZoUH  WUoXsHUs DQG 
EooWs�  DUH  oQl\  SUHsHUYHG  iQ  WKHiU  loZHU  SDUWs. 7KH  ³SoUWUDiWs´,  i.H.  sXSSosHGl\ 
busts of gender-neutral (?) characters wearing diadems and other regalia, have 
been already interpreted as idealized representations of royal ancestors 58 oU�DQG 
Ds  IHPDlH  UHSUHsHQWDWioQ  oI  WKH  PXlWiWXGH  oI  WKH  )UDYDãis�)rauu΁܈is. 59 As the 
³SUoFHssioQ´  DSSHDUs  iQ  WKH  soXWKHUQ  SDUW  oI  WKH  ZHsWHUQ  FoUUiGoU,  WKH  JDllHU\ 
oI ³DQFHsWoUs´, ZKiFK ZDs GisSlD\HG oQ WKH ZDlls oI  WKH QoUWKHUQ sHFWioQ oI  WKH 
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 
siJQi¿FDQFH, iQWHUWZiQHG ZiWK FoQFHSWs sXFK Ds kiQJsKiS DQG UHliJioQ.

Visual and formal elements

The mural art of Akchakhan-kala about the beginning of our era was original, 
ZiWK XQiTXH WUDiWs sXFK Ds iWs ³DUFKDi]iQJ´ iFoQoJUDSKiF HlHPHQWs²SossiEl\, EXW 
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 
GHYHloSHG SDiQWiQJ  WHFKQiTXH. 61 These Eastern Hellenistic stimuli can be easily 
distinguished within the Chorasmian material culture due to the fact that the polity 
UHPDiQHG oXWsiGH WKH sSKHUH oI iQÀXHQFH oI WKH *UHHks iQ WKH HDsW �IUoP $lH[DQGHU 
Wo WKH 6HlHXFiGs DQG WKH *UDHFo�%DFWUiDQs� WKXs HQWHUiQJ WKH (DsWHUQ +HllHQisWiF 

57. Betts et al. ����, S. �������.

58. Betts et al. 2016.

59. MinArdi ����, S. �������. :KilH, YHU\ XQlikHl\, WKH\ DUH ³DWWHQGDQWs, siPilDU Wo WKH 
sWDiUFDsH ¿JXUHs oQ WKH 3HUsHSolis $SDGDQD´ �Kidd ����, S. ���.

60. For further details, see MinArdi ����D. 3HUKDSs iPSlHPHQWHG, EHFDXsH WUDGiWioQDl, 
only on sacred and sacred-related imagery.

61. MinArdi 2016a; 2016c; 2018.
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PiliHX oI $siD iQ oQl\ WKH �QG FHQWXU\ $', iQ SDUDllHl ZiWK WKH ¿UP HsWDElisKPHQW 
of Kushan power. 62 

The style oI  WKH  QHZ  $kFKDkKDQ�kDlD  IUDJPHQWs  is  TXiWH  oUiJiQDl  DQG, 
FHUWDiQl\, ZKDW KDs EHHQ DlUHDG\ ZUiWWHQ DEoXW WKH ³SoUWUDiWs´ DSSliHs Dlso Wo WKH 
QHZ ³JUooPs´. :H PD\ QoZ DGG, WKDW WKH DUWisWs DW ZoUk oQ WKH H[WHQsiYH YisXDl 
programme of the site, clearly following strict directives and a pre-arranged 
plan, ��  Wook  oXW  IUoP  WKHiU  IUDPHs  soPH  oI  WKH  ³SoUWUDiWs´  JiYiQJ  WKHP  liIH  iQ 
DssoFiDWioQ  ZiWK  PDJQi¿FHQW  DQG  DssoUWHG  KoUsHs  �oU  SHUKDSs,  YiFH�YHUsD,  WKH\ 
IUDPHG WKH ZDlkiQJ ¿JXUHs�. *HQHUDll\ sSHDkiQJ, WKH WZo $kFKDkKDQ�kDlD GisSlD\s 
oI KoUsHs DQG PHQ KDYH QoW PXFK oI D +HllHQisWiF ÀDYoXU �HsSHFiDll\ WKH iQ siWX 
fragment with grooms wearing trousers and, perhaps, boots). For this reason, 
always bearing in mind the historical and religious context of the paintings, and 
FoQsiGHUiQJ  WKH  lDFk oI PoXQWHG SHUsoQDJHs DQG FDYDlU\PHQ, 3HUsHSolis FoPHs 
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�, lDFk WKosH UHPiQisFHQFHs oI PXFK HDUliHU $FKDHPHQiG DUFKHW\SHs. :KilH 
WKH &KoUDsPiDQ ¿JXUHs  oI  WKH  WZo SDUDGHs  DUH  Ei�GiPHQsioQDl,  lDFkiQJ  EoWK  oI 
DQ\  WUDFH oI +HllHQisWiF QDWXUDlisP DQG oI  WKDW *UHHk ³PDQQHUisWiF´ sW\lH IoXQG 
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 
YiHZHG IXll\ iQ SUo¿lH, GisSlD\ D ³SoiQWHG KoUQ´ GHsiJQ ZKiFK FDQ EH FoPSDUHG 
ZiWK soPH QXPisPDWiF UHSUHsHQWDWioQs oI KoUsHs iQ FoQWHPSoUDU\ HDUl\�KXsKDQ�

62. MinArdi 2018; 2020b.

��. MinArdi 2018.

64.  ,W is sXI¿FiHQW Wo FoPSDUH WKH &KoUDsPiDQ sWHHG ZiWK WKH DSSUo[iPDWHl\ FoQWHPSoUDU\ 
modelled and painted horses from the early-Kushan site of Khalchayan to notice it 
(puGAchenKovA ����, S. ��, sHH iQ SDUWiFXlDU WKH ¿UsW KoUsH ZiWK WXIW IoUHloFk DQG 
WKiQ PX]]lH�. 7KH &KoUDsPiDQ ³ElXH KoUsH´ lDFks DQ\ oI WKosH FlHDUl\ *UHHk IoUPDl 
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 
UHliHI oI 3HUsHSolis �DlWKoXJK WKHsH KDYH DQ XSUiJKW IoUHloFk� DQG Ds +HUDios¶ sWHHG 
on his numismatic portrait (here, Fig. 15).

65.  7Kis  GoHs  QoW  oFFXU  iQ  3HUsHSolis,  Ds  UHFHQWl\  UHPDUkHG  E\  FrAncFort and 
lepetz 2010. The Chorasmian horses are, however, big specimens, considering the 
DQiPDl�PDQ UDWio oI WKH SDiQWiQJs XQGHU FoQsiGHUDWioQ.
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Kushan coinage. 66 <HW, WKH ÀDWQHss oI WKH KoUsHs FoQWUDsWs ZiWK WKH SDiQWHU¶s WiPiG 
HIIoUW Wo JiYH soPH GHSWK Wo WKH EoG\ oI KoUsHPDQ %� Kis�KHU UiJKW DUP DQG UiJKW 
shoulder are completely visible, whereas, of the left side, only the hand and the 
ZUisW FDQ EH sHHQ. $QG ZKilH WKH UiGHU¶s EoG\ is YiHZHG DlPosW iQ D WKUHH�TXDUWHU 
SosiWioQ, Kis�KHU KHDG is sHHQ iQ IXll SUo¿lH lookiQJ XSZDUG. 2WKHU HlHPHQWs WKDW 
PiJKW EH  UHlDWHG  Wo  WKH  iQÀXHQFH oI DQ (DsWHUQ�+HllHQisWiF HQYiUoQPHQW DUH  WKH 
type of bit used for horse B (seemingly different from Achaemenid, Sakā and 
HDUl\ +HllHQisWiF sSHFiPHQs�,  WKH PHWDl EUiGlH IUoQWlHW ZoUQ E\ WKH ³ElXH KoUsH´ 
(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 
iQ $i KKDQoXP �EXW oXU sDPSlH is QoW lDUJH HQoXJK�. ,Q WKH iQ siWX ³SUoFHssioQ´ 
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 
WKH UiGHU oI  IUDJPHQW % �DQG  likHl\ $� FoQ¿UPs  WKDW, HYHQ  iI  WKH SDUDGHs oI  WKH 
$SDGDQD PiJKW EH XsHG Ds iFoQoJUDSKiF FoPSDUisoQ�DUFKHW\SH, iQ &KoUDsPiD ZH 
are witnessing something entirely different: there are no warriors wearing armour 
DW  3HUsHSolis,  DQG  MXGJiQJ  IUoP  WKH  UHPDiQs  DW  oXU  GisSosDl,  Qo  oIIHUiQJs ZHUH 
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  loFDWHG  DW  WKH  sKoXlGHU  MXQFWioQ  oI  WKH  EUHDsW  DQG  sKoXlGHU  sWUDSs  oI  D 
yellow horse. 68 The phalera is decorated with an elaborate motive of pointed and 

66.  &I. ³+HUDios´  W\SH  �ZKHQ FlHDUl\ YisiElH�, PiG�lDWH �sW FHQWXU\ %&� FI. /oKUDsS¶s 
horse on Kanishka’s gold dinars. Cf. also a fragment of wall painting from the 
³3DUWKiDQ 3DlDFH´ oI $ssXU �AndrAe and lenzen ����, WDE. ��F�.

67. As noted in Kidd ����, S. ��, ��. 0iQDUGi ������ GoXEWs WKH ³liQks DlUHDG\ iGHQWi¿HG 
ZiWK  WKH 3DUWKiDQ ZoUlG´  DQG  WKH  IDFW  WKDW  WKH  sW\lH  oI  WKH &KoUDsPiDQ  SDiQWiQJs 
IUoP $kFKDkKDQ�kDlD  FDQ  EH  PHUHl\  GHsFUiEHG  Ds  ³s\QFUHWiF´.  2Q  WKH  KisWoUiFDl 
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  DUH  DWWHsWHG ZiWKiQ  WKH &KoUDsPiDQ PDWHUiDl  FXlWXUH�  WZo ³SilJUiP 
ÀDsks´ �Vaĭnberg ����, S. �������, ¿Js. ���� DQG ����� DQG D FDUYHG KoUQ �idem, 
S. ���, ¿J. ����� IUoP WKH HDsW &KoUDsPiD siWH oI KDlDlܢ�JܢU � GisSlD\ KoUsHs ZiWK 
SlDiQ�sFKHPDWiF  phalerae  DW  WKHiU  sKoXlGHU  MXQFWioQs.  $lso,  DW  KoƱ�kUܢlJDQ�kDlD 
(tolstov and Vaĭnberg ����, S. ���, ¿J. ��, Qo. �� DQoWKHU IUDJPHQW oI sXFK FHUDPiF 
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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 

:H PD\ DGGiWioQDll\ iQIHU WKDW, DW WKis sWDJH oI GHYHloSPHQW oI &KoUDsPiDQ 
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’ 
H\Hs, ZH FDQ sHH  WKH GiIIHUHQFH EHWZHHQ  WKH  lDUJH oGG�sKDSHG oQH oI  WKH ³ElXH 
KoUsH´  DQG  WKH oWKHUs�  WKis  is  FHUWDiQl\ GXH  Wo  WKH GiI¿FXlW\  oI  UHSUHsHQWiQJ  WKH 
XQiTXH  FUoss�sWUDSs  oQ  iWs  IoUHKHDG.  7KH  KHDGsWDlls  oI  WKH  oWKHU  KoUsHs,  lHss 
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 ����, S. ���, Qo. � ��sW FHQWXU\ %&�� cArter 2015, p. 71, cat. 6 
�lDWH �UG Wo HDUl\ �QG FHQWXU\ %&�� S. ���, FDW. �� ��sW FHQWXU\ %&� DQG S. ���, FDW. �� 
(2nd century BC). All datings according to authors.

70.  %HsiGHs WKH IDFW WKDW GiIIHUHQW KDQGs XsiQJ GiIIHUHQW WHFKQiTXHs ZHUH HPSlo\HG iQ WKH 
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).



86 M. MinArdi et al.

$FWXDll\,  WKH ZKolH  KHDG  oI  WKH  ³ElXH  KoUsH´  is  SHFXliDU�  lHss  YHUisWiF  WKDQ  WKH 
oWKHUs. ,Q sXP, iW sHHPs SossiElH Wo DI¿UP WKDW, XQlikH oWKHU SDiQWHG ZoUks IUoP 
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.,  WKH iEH[�, iWs KoUsHs DQG JUooPs DUH TXiWH 
original in style and somehow in their iconography: they are stiff and hieratic, 
FKDUDFWHUi]HG E\ WKH DEsHQFH oI ³DUFKDi]iQJ´ IoUPDl HlHPHQWs EXW DWWHsWiQJ sHYHUDl 
Eastern Hellenistic inputs. 

7KH KoUsHs, DloQJ ZiWK WKHiU JUooPs DQG GisPoXQWHG UiGHUs�ZDUUioUs, ZHUH 
FlHDUl\  WKH GoPiQDQW ¿JXUHs oI  WKH ZHsWHUQ KDlI  �WKH oQl\  IXll\ H[FDYDWHG SDUW� 
of the circumambulation pathway of the Central Building, in connection with 
WKH PDQ\ ³SoUWUDiWs´. 7KH KoUsHPHQ oI WKH QoUWKHUQ FoUUiGoU DUH Dlso iQWiPDWHl\ 
DssoFiDWHG ZiWK  WKHsH  ³SoUWUDiWs´. 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 
IoUWK WKHiU DQiPDls, PXsW KDYH KDG D YHU\ sSHFi¿F meaning. Unlike, for instance, 
WKH PXFK HDUliHU UHSUHsHQWDWioQs oI 3HUsHSolis �ZKHUH WKH siPilDUl\ QoQ�QDUUDWiYH 
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 
³SoUWUDiW JDllHU\´, ZKiFK  is Dlso sXUSUisiQJl\ DWWHsWHG  iQ  WKH QoUWKHUQ FoUUiGoU  iQ 
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 
E\ IoUHiJQ GHlHJDWioQs�iQQHU &KoUDsPiDQ YDssDls Wo WKH kiQJ oI $kFKDkKDQ�kDlD, 
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 
Uo\Dl ³SoUWUDiWs´ oI GHDG DQFHsWoUs DQG WKHiU SUHsHQFH iQ WKH QoUWKHUQ FoUUiGoU. 71 

3. Discussion and implications

Before the discovery of fragments A-C, the closest iconographic parallel for 
WKH YHU\ SDUWiDll\ SUHsHUYHG ³SUoFHssioQ sFHQH´ ZDs ZiWK D sHYHQ�HiJKW�KXQGUHG�

71.  &I. ;HQoSKoQ, Anabasis ,.�, ��� WKH JiIW�SDFkDJH EHsWoZHG E\ 3HUsiDQ kiQJs FoQsisWs 
in a horse with a gold-mounted bridle, a gold necklace and bracelets, a gold akinakes 
DQG D 3HUsiDQ UoEH. All these elements are now present at Akchakhan-kala – i.e. those 
HlHPHQWs DUH UHSUHsHQWHG iQ WKH GHSiFWioQs oI WKH JoGs, WKH ³SoUWUDiWs´ DQG WKH KoUsH 
SDUDGH EXW ZiWKoXW DQ oI¿FiDl UHSUHsHQWDWioQ oI WKHiU EHsWoZDl Ds iQ 3HUsHSolis. $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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\HDU PoUH  UHFHQW  SDiQWiQJ  IoXQG  iQ  DQ  DUisWoFUDWiF  UHsiGHQFH  iQ  6HFWoU ;;,9�� 
oI WKH FiW\ oI 3HQGMikHQW, 6oJGiDQD. 7KHUH, oQ WKH ZDlls oI WKH HDsWHUQ YHsWiEXlH�
access corridor of the building, paintings illustrated a series of horses presented 
E\ JUooPs PoYiQJ WoZDUG D PDiQ sHDWHG ¿JXUH. 7Kis /DWH $QWiTXH 6oJGiDQ SDUDGH 
GoHs QoW sHHP Wo EH UHSUHsHQWiQJ D sDFUi¿FH�FoQQHFWHG SUoFHssioQ, EXW D sHFXlDU 
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 ��  DQG�oU  Ds 
a symbolic representation of his prowess in warfare? If that was the case, the 
PHQ ZDlkiQJ iQ IUoQW oI WKH KoUsHs oI WKH ³SUoFHssioQ sFHQH´ FoXlG EH WKH kiQJ¶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 
EDWWlH. %XW,  Ds  DlUHDG\  UHPDUkHG,  WKHsH  EHDUGlHss ZDUUioUs  DUH  HTXiYDlHQW  Wo  WKH 
Uo\Dl ¿JXUHs oI WKH ³SoUWUDiWs´, ZKiFK DGGiWioQDll\ EUHDk WKH FoQWiQXXP oI WKH WZo 
GiIIHUHQW GisSlD\s. )XUWKHU, WKH FDsH oI WKH 3HQGMikHQW EXilGiQJ sHHPs Woo sHFXlDU 
to be directly compared with a ceremonial setting such as that of the Ceremonial 
Complex of Akchakhan-kala, where royal legitimization, propaganda and religion 
ZHUH iQWHUWZiQHG QoWioQs. /ikHZisH, iQWHUSUHWiQJ WKis GisSlD\ Ds WKDW oI DQ H[WHQsiYH 
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 
WKDW WKH ³UiGHUlHss KoUsH´ WKHPH sHHPs WKH EH WKH IoFXs oI WKH YisXDl SUoJUDPPH 
oI WKis sHFWoU oI WKH &HQWUDl %XilGiQJ, HYHQ WKoXJK DssoFiDWHG ZiWK WKH ³SoUWUDiWs´, 
iW PiJKW EH PoUH SlDXsiElH  Wo  liQk  WKis  iPDJHU\  Wo DQiPDl  sDFUi¿FH. 74 But other 
solutions may also be considered.

,W  is ZHll�kQoZQ  WKDW  sDFUi¿FiDl  KoUsHs,  sXPSWXoXsl\ EUiGlHG  DQG  UiGHUlHss 
such as those of Akchakhan-kala, are recurrently represented in later Sogdian 
imagery from Central Asia and China. 75 7Kis iPDJHU\ KDs EHHQ UHlDWHG Wo sDFUi¿FH 
iQ KoQoXU oI WKH GHDG, DQG PoUH sSHFi¿FDll\, iQ soPH FDsHs, iQ KoQoXU oI WKH Uo\Dl 
ancestors through Mithra. 76 :H Dlso kQoZ WKDW sDFUi¿FiDl KoUsHs YoWHG Wo 0iWKUD 

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

��.  &I.  H.J.  ;HQoSKoQ,  Cyropaedia  9,,,.  �.  ��  ³1H[W�FDPH  &\UXs¶s  SUiYDWH  sWXG 
of horses, about two hundred in all, led along with gold-mounted bridles and covered 
oYHU ZiWK HPEUoiGHUHG KoXsiQJs´.  

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 
DQG WKDW, Wo KoQoXU WKH PHPoU\ oI &\UXs WKH *UHDW, D KoUsH ZDs sDFUi¿FHG \HDUl\ 
DW 3DsDUJDGDH E\ WKH PDJi. 78 Horses were also slain in honour of water divinities. 79 
,I sDFUi¿FiDl KoUsHs DUH UHSUHsHQWHG DW $kFKDkKDQ�kDlD, WKHiU QXPEHUs, FoPSDUHG 
to these examples, would be remarkable (albeit not unmanageable in a funerary 
context). 80 In the Avesta only two Yashts �9. ��� ,;. �� PHQWioQ WKH sDFUi¿FH oI oQH 
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 
DW  WKH  FHQWUH oI  WKH 8SSHU (QFlosXUH oI  WKH  siWH, ZDs  FHUWDiQl\ XsHG  IoU  sSHFi¿F 
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 NoZrūz 
and the Mihragān or the )raZardīgān, immediately preceding the NoZrūz. 82 :H 
would expect a richer illustration of the complexity of any of such festivals, �� but 

77. As already noted in Grenet and BopeArAchchi ����, S. ��. ;HQoSKoQ, Cyropaedia 
9,,,. �. ��� ³1H[W DIWHU WKH EXlls FDPH KoUsHs, D sDFUi¿FH IoU WKH 6XQ� DQG DIWHU WKHP 
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 
KoUsHs FoYHUHG ZiWK SXUSlH WUDSSiQJs, DQG EHKiQG iW IolloZHG PHQ FDUU\iQJ ¿UH oQ D 
JUHDW DlWDU´. 6HYHUDl sPDll JolG H[ YoWo �¿JXUiQHs, JolG sKHHW FXW�oXWs DQG SlDTXHs� 
depicting horses are part of the Oxus Treasure where they are seldom standing-alone 
GHSiFWioQs Ds PoUH oIWHQ UHlDWHG Wo PoGHls�UHSUHsHQWDWioQs oI FKDUioWs, UiGHUs HWF.

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

79. ,Q $QFiHQW &KoUDsPiD WKH GHi¿HG UiYHU 2[Xs sHHPs Wo KDYH EHHQ oEMHFW oI ZoUsKiS 
(MinArdi 2016a with references). Among the Sogdians, the Oxus itself could have 
been represented in his horse manifestation (riBoud ����, S. �������� Grenet 2007, 
S. ��� ±  iI  WKH sDPH  UHliHI GoHs QoW  sKoZ  iQsWHDG D KoUsH sDFUi¿FH  Wo  WKH  UiYHU, FI. 
+HUoGoWXs 9,,, ����.

80.  (.J. iQ %HUHl¶ �$lWDi� WKiUWHHQ KoUsHs ZHUH sDFUi¿FHG IoU D siQJlH WoPE �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 
&KoUDsPiDQs, %ƯUXQƯ ;,, ����� �6DFKDX ����, S. ���.

��.  8QlHss oXU ³SDUDGHs´ ZHUH PHDQW Wo illXsWUDWH oQl\ D sHTXHQFH oU siQJlH kH\ HSisoGHs, 
sXFK Ds D JUHDW sDFUi¿FH �oU HYHQ D KoUsH FoPSHWiWioQ� iQ 3DUWKiDQ ,UDQ D KoUsH UDFH 
was performed during NoZrūz, 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 
PoUH sSHFi¿F K\SoWKHsHs. ,I WKH ³SoUWUDiWs´ oI WKH ZHsWHUQ DQG QoUWKHUQ FoUUiGoUs 
– the multitude of framed beardless human busts wearing regalia such as diadems 
DQG  WiDUDs  oU  FoUoQHWs  ± ZHUH  iQWHQGHG  Wo  UHSUHsHQW  WKH  FlDQ�Uo\Dl  DQFHsWoUs  oI 
the ruling dynasty of Akchakhan-kala, we could accordingly postulate a relation 
EHWZHHQ WKH HTXiGs DQG sDFUi¿FHs iQ WKHiU KoQoXU, HsSHFiDll\ FoQsiGHUiQJ WKDW WKH 
dismounted warriors of the northern corridor are the same beardless characters, 
ZHDUiQJ  WKH  sDPH  H[DFW  SDUDSKHUQDliD. :oXlG,  iQ  WKis  FDsH,  WKH  Uo\Dl  DQFHsWoUs 
EH  UHSUHsHQWHG  iQ  WKH  DFW  oI  ³DFFHSWiQJ´  D  sDFUi¿FH" 2Q  WKH  oWKHU  KDQG,  iI  ZH 
DFFHSW 0. 0iQDUGi¶s PoUH sSHFi¿F ZoUkiQJ K\SoWKHsis oQ  WKH  iGHQWi¿FDWioQs oI 
WKHsH ¿JXUHs ZiWK WKH PXlWiWXGH oI WKH )UDYDãis 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.  ;,,,.  ��  WKH  )UDYDãis  DUH 
sDiG  Wo EH  ³>«@  les puissantes qui demeurent silencieuses, aux beaux yeux, au 
regard énergique, à l’ouwe fine >«@´ 87 and these are features that match with the 
characteristic red mouths, peculiar solid-red coloured ears and big eyes of the 
&KoUDsPiDQ ³SoUWUDiWs´ oWKHUZisH, XQWil QoZ, lHIW XQH[SlDiQHG. 88

84.  ,I  QoW  IoU  WKH  �WK  FHQWXU\  $'  6oJGiDQ  iPDJHU\  IUoP  $IUƗsiƗE¶s  ³+Dll  oI  WKH 
$PEDssDGoUs´  �oQ  WKH  GHEDWHG  iQWHUSUHWDWioQ  oI  WKis  PXUDl,  FoQYHQiHQWl\  sHH 
coMpAreti 2011 with references).

85. MinArdi ����, S. ����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. ����, S. �����.

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

87. lecoq 2016; Cf. MAlAndrA ����� ³>«@ ZKo DUH SoZHUIXl, DEiGH iQ silHQFH, KDYH 
JooG H\Hs, DUH kHHQ�H\HG, DWWHQWiYH >«@´.

88.  $EoXW  WKH SHFXliDU  UHG�FoloXUHG  HDUs  oI  WKH  ³SoUWUDiWs´,  iW PiJKW  EH oEMHFWHG  WKDW 
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 
XQiTXH FKDUDFWHUisWiF ZDs, PoUH iQ JHQHUDl, D siJQ oI GisWiQFWioQ DPoQJ WKH HliWH. 2Q 
WKH oWKHU KDQG, WKH iPDJH oI WKH JoG 6UǀsK, Ds ZHll Ds WKosH oI WKH ³EiUG�SUiHsWs¶ oQ 
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 
iQ &KoUDsPiD. )iUsW oI Dll, WKH\ UHFHiYHG D sDFUi¿FH iQ IoUP oI liEDWioQs DQG IooG 
as prescribed in the Avesta. 89 %ƯUXQƯ, iQWUoGXFiQJ WKH IHsWiYDls DQG WKH FDlHQGDU oI 
WKH &KoUDsPiDQs, JHQHUiFDll\ UHFoUGs WKDW WKH WKH\ XsHG Wo FHlHEUDWH ³WKH GHHGs oI 
WKHiU DQFHsWoUs´. 90 The Khwarezmian scholar, in this passage of his Chronology, 
might have made a reference to the cult of the Fravašis who, however, are 
H[SliFiWl\ PHQWioQHG lDWHU DW WKH HQG oI WKH sDPH FKDSWHU� ³iQ WKH ¿YH lDsW GD\s oI 
,spandārmaMī DQG WKH IolloZiQJ ¿YH Epagomenoe WKH\ >WKH &KoUDsPiDQs@ Go WKH 
sDPH ZKiFK WKH 3HUsiDQs Go iQ )arZardaMān, i.e. they lay out food in the temples 
>QDXs@  IoU  WKH  sSiUiWs  oI  WKH  GHDG.´ 91  )XUWKHUPoUH,  WKH  loFDl  QDPH XsHG  iQ /DWH 
$QWiTXH &KoUDsPiD IoU WKH EXilGiQJ �FDllHG iQ WKH DUFKDHoloJiFDl liWHUDWXUH ³naus´, 
after the word used in Arab sources) that was used to store ossuaries, was prwrtyk 
(fraZartīk�, ³KoXsH oI WKH )UDYDãis´. 92

It is well-known that in the Avesta, the Fravašis are powerful warriors, 
ZHDUiQJ,  DPoQJ  oWKHU  SiHFHs  oI  HTXiSPHQW,  ³DUPoXUs  oI  iUoQ´  �Yt. ;,,,.  ��� ��. 
They are invoked in relation to combat (e.g. Yt. ;,,,, ����  WKH\ DUH  WKosH ³>«@ 
who are to be invoked at blood-baths, who are to be invoked at battles, who are to 
EH iQYokHG DW ¿JKWs´, DQG �;,,,, ��� ZKo JiYH YiFWoU\ Wo WKHiU iQYokHU. 94 A ritual 
prelude to battle is certain at Yt. ;,,,, ������ WKH )UDYDãis ³>«@ sKoXlG EH iQGHHG 

89. Cf. Yt. ;,,,, �� �ZiWK FoPPHQWDU\ E\ lecoq ����, S. ����.

90. sAchAu ����, S. ���.

91. sAchAu 1879, p. 226; the term naus  is  WUDQslDWHG  HUUoQHoXsl\  ZiWK  ³WHPSlH´ 
�)U. *UHQHW, SHUs. FoPP.�� WKis PoQWK is Dlso DWWHsWHG E\ WKH ³,sDkoYkD EoZl´ EHDUiQJ 
an ancient Chorasmian inscription incised on an Achaemenid-style silver phiale 
(livshits �����.

92. livshits/GudKovA 1967, p. 14; Grenet ����, S. �������, ZiWK QoWH ��� ����, S. ��� 
2015b, p. ���.

��. lecoq ����� ³aux armures de fer´. %XW 0DlDQGUD ������ WUDQslDWHs WKH sDPH SDssDJH 
ZiWK  ³PHWDl  sKiHlGs´. &I. Vd. ;,9,  ��  WKH GHIHQsiYH  DUPoXU oI  WKH ZDUUioU  iQ  WKH 
$YHsWD  is  FoPSosHG E\  FXiUDss  �oXU  EUHDsW�Gisk"�,  QHFk JXDUG  �WKH  WoUTXH"�,  FoDW 
of mail, helmet, belt and greaves (lecoq ����� ³septième la cuirasse, en huitième 
le protège-cou, en neuvième la cotte, en dixième le casque >Dlso  WUDQslDWHG  Ds 
³KHDGGUHss´, coiffe@, en onzième la ceinture, en douzième les Mambières´). 

94. MAlAndrA ����� ³ZKo JiYH YiFWoU\ Wo WKosH ZKo iQYokH �WKHP�´� FI. lecoq 2016: 
³Elles 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 �«�´. $ PDJiFo�
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,  WKH\ DW  WKH EDWWlHs,  WKH\ DW  WKH ¿JKWs,  WKH\ KHUH 
ZKHQ EUDYH PHQ ¿JKW iQ WKH EDWWlHs´. 95

&oQsiGHUiQJ  WKHsH GDWD  iQ  liJKW oI  WKH IDFW  WKDW  WKH &KoUDsPiDQ ³SoUWUDiWs´ 
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 
iQ  D  PiliWDU\  UosWHU  SUioU  Wo  EDWWlH  oU,  PoUH  JHQHUDll\,  iPDJHs  oI  WKHiU  DUUiYDl�
departure from the Central Building of the site. To this, we should consider the 
IDFW  WKDW  Dll  WKH  ³SoUWUDiWs´  DQG  KoUsHPHQ  look  WKH  sDPH,  iQGHHG  Ds  IHPDlHs  (if 
ZH H[FlXGH WKHiU EHiQJ HSKHEHs, HXQXFKs oU MXsW FoPSlHWHl\ JHQGHU�IUHH iQ sXFK 
Iranian context). 96 2Q  D ZDll  SDiQWiQJ  GisFoYHUHG  iQ  3HQGMikHQW¶s 7HPSlH  ,, $, 
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 
/DWH $QWiTXH FlHDUl\ IHPDlH 6oJGiDQ )UDYDãis �0DUsKDk EDFkHG WKHiU GH¿QiWioQ Ds 
WKH ³9Dlk\UiHs oI =oUoDsWUiDQisP´� 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 
PXlWiWXGH oI IHPDlH ¿JXUHs, soPH oI WKHP iQ DUPoXU, ZHDUiQJ Uo\Dl DQG YDUiDElH 
headgear with (and without) similar animal protomai.

But ZKDW ZoXlG EH, iQ WKis FoQWH[W, WKH sSHFi¿F PHDQiQJ oI WKis UHSUHsHQWDWioQ 
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 
SDUDGHs oI KoUsHs�  WKH ¿UsW  is HYokHG  iQ Yt. ;,,,, �����,  WKH sHFoQG  is  UHFoUGHG 
DJDiQ E\ %ƯUXQƯ. 

95. MAlAndrA 2018.

96. Cf. e.g. fragment of a Neo-Assyrian relief from Khorsabad held in the Metropolitan 
0XsHXP oI 1HZ <oUk �$FF. 1o. ��.��.�� UHSUHsHQWiQJ D EHDUGlHss PDQ, SUoEDEl\ 
a eunuch. Cf. supra QoWH �� ± WKH KoUsHPHQ�SoUWUDiWs sHHP Wo ZHDU armillae as the 
women represented in the wall paining of Toprak-kala. See also MinArdi 2018, 
p. 122-126 and the cf. with Khalchayan. 2Q WKH oWKHU KDQG, iW ZoXlG EH UDWKHU GiI¿FXlW 
Wo H[SlDiQ ZK\ iGHDli]HG Uo\Dl DQFHsWoUs ZHUH UHSUHsHQWHG Ds \oXQJ PHQ�HSKHEHs. 
$s sXJJHsWHG Wo WKH DXWKoUs E\ )U. *UHQHW �SHUs. FoPP.� iI WKH iQGiYiGXDl ³SoUWUDiWs´ 
are commemorative of the ancestors, this could be linked with the Zoroastrian idea 
WKDW Dll WKH iQKDEiWDQWs oI 3DUDGisH DUH iQ WKH SUiPH oI WKHiU liIH.

97. MArshAK 1990.

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

99.  7KHsH DUH ZHDSoQs, DlEHiW s\PEoliFDl. 2Q WKH $IUƗsiƗE SDiQWiQJs WZo UiGHUs WDkiQJ 
SDUW iQ WKH SUoFHssioQ FDUU\ siPilDU FlXEs, XsHG iQ WKis FDsH Wo kQoFk WKH sDFUi¿FiDl 
DQiPDls �)U. *UHQHW SHUs. FoPP.�.
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In Yt. ;,,,, ��  WKH )UDYDãis DUH sDiG  Wo  lHDYH  WKH village 100 for ten days at 
the +amaspașmaƝdaya which originally was, in the opinion of M. Boyce, a late 
autumn festival of All Souls, the ancient name of the )raZardīgān which was 
FHlHEUDWHG �iQ &KoUDsPiD Ds ZHll, Ds UHFoUGHG E\ %ƯUXQƯ 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, +amaspașmaƝdaya- ratu- should be translated with 
³WKH WiPH EHloQJiQJ Wo WKH PiGGlH oI WKH SDWK oI sXPPHU´ WKXs DFWXDll\ GHQoWiQJ 
DQ iPSoUWDQW IHDsW DW WKH sSUiQJ HTXiQo[. 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 ����, S. ���, QoWH ��� ³l’espace géographique du clan ou le clan lui-même, 
mais le sens n’est pas clair dans ce contexte´� +iQW]H ������ WUDQslDWHs WKH sWDQ]Ds Ds 
³:H ZoUsKiS WKH JooG, sWUoQJ, EoXQWHoXs FKoiFHs oI WKH WUXWKIXl �PHQ DQG ZoPHQ�, 
ZKo, DW WKH WiPH oI WKH PiG�SoiQW oI WKH �sXQ¶s� sXPPHU SDWK, À\ Wo WKH GZHlliQJ´.

101. Boyce 1999; 2005. 

102. hintze 2009; cf. lecoq ����, S. �� ³Son nom >+DPDsSDșPDƝGD\D@ contient peut-
être le mot sSƗįD « 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 – 7KH )UDYDãis oI 3HQGMikHQW, 6oJGiDQD �DIWHU MArshAK ���� ¿J. ��.



horses with “GrooMs” At AKchAKhAn-KAlA 93

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 
GHSDUWXUH DQG�oU UHWXUQ EDFk KoPH DIWHU WKH WHQ�GD\ SHUioG oI WKH )UDYDãis� UiFKl\ 
EUiGlHG KoUsHs DUH FoQYH\HG E\ JUooPs WoZDUG WKH ³SoUWUDiWs´, ZKo WKHQ EHFoPH 
YisXDll\ �DQG s\PEoliFDll\� DssoFiDWHG ZiWK WKH DQiPDls. 7KHsH ³DPD]oQs´ PiJKW 
then be related to the king’s and the king’s family Fravašis coming on earth during 
the )raZardīgān in connection with the New Year festival. 104

%ƯUXQƯ,  oQ  WKH  oWKHU  KDQG,  UHFoUGs  WKDW  WKH  ¿UsW  GD\  oI  WKH  si[WK  PoQWK 
,khsharƝZarī (Chorasmian ’xštry[wr]; 03 âDKUƝZDU� 105 which, according to the 
sFKolDU, ZDs oQFH FDllHG ³Faghrubah, i.H.  WKH H[iWXs oI  WKH 6KƗK´,  WKH kings of 
&KoUDsPiD XsHG Wo ³PDUFK oXW´ JoiQJ Wo ³ZiQWHU TXDUWHUs oXWsiGH WKHiU UHsiGHQFH´ 
Wo GUiYH DZD\ IoHs ³IUoP WKHiU IUoQWiHUs´ DQG Wo GHIHQG WKH WHUUiWoU\ oI WKHiU UHDlP 
against their raids. 106 7Kis oFFXUUHG, DlZD\s DFFoUGiQJ Wo %ƯUXQƯ, PoUH sSHFi¿FDll\ 
ZKHQ ³WKH KHDW ZDs GHFUHDsiQJ DQG WKH FolG ZDs GUDZiQJ QHDU´, WKXs WoZDUG WKH 
end of summer, when the harvest was secured and when it was evidently possible 
Wo  PXsWHU  iQ  DQ  DUP\  DQG  lHDYH  WKH  FHQWUDl  SlDFHs�sXPPHU  TXDUWHUs  ±  i.H.  WKH 
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 
oI WKH sWHSSHs UDiGiQJ EHIoUH WKH FoPiQJ oI ZiQWHU. +HQFH, iQ %ƯUXQƯ ZH KDYH WKH 
record of a local seasonal event involving the king in his role as army commander. 
7Kis sHDsoQDl FDPSDiJQ ZDs FHUWDiQl\ SHUIoUPHG GXUiQJ /DWH $QWiTXiW\ sHHPiQJl\ 
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 
DQG WKH PoYiQJ oI WKH kiQJ¶s DUP\ WoZDUG iWs ZiQWHU TXDUWHUs. ,I DW $kFKDkKDQ�
kala we have a depiction of the multitude of the Fravašis, we may well have 
WKH  GHSiFWioQ  oI  WKHiU  �¿JXUDWiYH�  iQYoFDWioQ  IoU  YiFWoU\,  Ds  WKH\  DUH  sDiG  Wo  EH 

104.  7KH )UDYDãis DUH QoW iQGiYiGXDl ³JXDUGiDQ DQJHls´ EXW WKH\ DUH iQYokHG, iI QoW iQ WKHiU 
HQWiUHW\, Ds WKosH oI sSHFi¿F JUoXSs sXFK Ds IDPil\, FlDQ, WUiEH, QDWioQ Ds WKHiU ³génies 
tutélaires´ �Kellens ����, S. ������� DQG ��� ZiWK UHIHUHQFHs�.

105. livshits 1968, p. 444.

106.  %ƯUXQƯ  Chronology (transl. by sAchAu  ����,  S. ����.  &I.  %ƯUXQƯ,  Astrology  ��� 
(trans. by wriGht ����, S. ����� ³)DJKEXUi\DK is WKH ¿UsW GD\ oI WKHiU si[WK PoQWK 
DQG oQ iW is WKH H[SHGiWioQ oI WKH 6KDK Wo WKH IUoQWiHU´.

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

108.  %ƯUXQƯ  �sAchAu ����,  S. ����  UHIHUs  iQ  WKH  sSHFi¿F  Wo  WKH :HsWHUQ  7XUks,  KHQFH 
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 
GHIHQsiYH QHHG UDWKHU WKDQ Wo FoQTXHsW, ZDs SossiEl\ GoQH XQGHU WKH SUoWHFWioQ oI 
WKH )UDYDãis, DQG WKHiU ³GHsFHQGiQJ´ IUoP WKH KHDYHQs DQG WDkiQJ DUPs iQ sXSSoUW 
of the king, could have been symbolized by the representation under examination. 
The Fravašis in the GBd ��.�� II. DUH sDiG Wo KDYH GHFiGHG Wo WDkH D SK\siFDl IoUP 
iQ  oUGHU  Wo  ¿JKW  DJDiQsW  HYil. 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 
DSSDUHQW DssoFiDWioQ KoUsHs�kQiJKWs�  iQ  WKHiU GHsFUiSWioQ  iQ  WKH $YHsWD  �Yt. ;,,,, 
��� WKH )UDYDãis DUH sDiG Wo ³sQoUH likH KoUsHs´ �rauuǀ.fraoșmanǀ). 111 According 
Wo 3KiliSSH 6ZHQQHQ WKis is Wo EH sHHQ iQ FoQQHFWioQ Wo WKHiU UolH oI GisWUiEXWoU oI 
WKH ZDWHUs DQG QoW MXsW Ds D SoHWiF iPDJH� ³Il 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 
frauuas ̙հ i 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 
SUoFHssioQs�SDUDGHs DQG IUDPHG ³SoUWUDiWs´, ZH PD\ FoQ¿GHQWl\ DssXPH WKDW ZH 

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

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 ����� ³L’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 ����,  S. ;,,  DQG  �������  ����,  S. �������� Kellens  �����  ³s’ébrouant 
dans l’espace´. %XW WKH WUDQslDWioQ oI WKis DGMHFWiYH is GHEDWHG� FI. MAlAndrA 2018: 
³ZKosH EUHDWKiQJ  is  IDsW´�  FI. lecoq  �����  ³qui s’ébrouent´ EXW  UHQGHUHG  Ds  ³au 
vol rapide´ �FKoiFH GisFXssHG oQ S. ���, QoWH ��. Yasht ;,,, is D PXlWi�lD\HUHG QoQ�
homogenous text (Kellens ����, S. ����. 

112. swennen ����, S. �������. 2Q WKH FoPSlH[ DssoFiDWioQ EHWZHHQ WKH )UDYDãis DQG WKH 
cosmic rain waters, see Kellens 2001.
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are dealing with the illustration of a ceremonial event, certainly occurring (or only 
sXEliPDWHG WKUoXJK D YisXDl HYoFDWioQ� iQ D sSHFi¿F =oUoDsWUiDQ DQG Uo\Dl FoQWH[W. 
7KHsH  SDiQWiQJs PD\  EH  UHlDWHG  Wo  D PDMoU =oUoDsWUiDQ  IHsWiYiW\  oU,  EXW  DlZD\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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