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The Landscape, Layout and Structure of the Imperial Kinsmen’s
Cemetery of an Early Nomadic State in Southern Siberia

Guo Wu

Southern Siberia is one of the most important areas where nomadic societies originated
on the Eurasian steppes. A few early nomadic kingdoms emerged in areas where the
transhumance appeared earlier and developed rapidly, roughly corresponding to three
archaeological cultures, Sandaohaizi culture, Tagar culture and Pazyryk culture. These early
nomadic kingdoms of the Eurasian steppe almost invariably chose relatively closed valleys
for the cemeteries of their leaders and their families. The selection of the royal cemetery site
was in the safety zone at the heart of the cultural distribution, and in a valley harmonizing
with the surrounding landscape. A cemetery was basically planned with a linear layout: the
Sandaohaizi cultural layout was strung out along an east-west orientation, the Tagar cultural
layout entailed a north-south chain distribution, and the Pazyryk cultural layout was a
compact chain running from north to south. The kings’ tombs were large-scale, accompanied
by medium and small burials around them. The main tomb comprised a mound with a
complex shape and structure and a large wooden “outer tomb chamber”.

The burial objects were of various categories, including high-grade and precious gold
items or gold foil adornments. Most unearthed artifacts reflect the ideology of the ruling class
and among decorative themes animal style art themes played an extremely significant role.

Those of Sandaohaizi culture include the standing gold deer, and the curled or standing
snow leopard. Some implements feature boar patterns, and there are conical gold earrings,
gold collars, and miniature gold cauldrons.

Those of Tagar culture include a decorative bronze mace head in the shape of a bell with
a goat standing on the top of it, as well as artifacts in shape of the deer.

Those of early Pazyryk culture include the artifacts in shape of the eagle and tiger;
various types of implements have griffins and other decorative ornamentation.

Three cultures have the same prestige goods including such weapons as axes, daggers,
bows and arrows, and various types of belts, harness, and bronze cauldrons. These motifs

on these objects include powerful cultural elements of the early nomadic kingdoms, also
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widespread among surrounding cultures.
The rise and fall of Sandaohaizi, Tagar and Pazyryk cultures, with the early expansion of
the Xiongnu in the 2nd century BCE, reflect the shifts in the centers of power in the military,

political and cultural interaction in southern Siberia area in the first millennium BCE.



