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Khazars or “Saltovo-Majaki Culture*?
Prejudices about Archaeology and Ethnicity

Bozena Werbart

This paper deals with the problems and discussions of the diversified
cultural changes and the multicultural aspects of prehistoric societies.
Prejudices about archaeology and “ethnicity” are exemplified by the
almost 150 year old discussions on the Khazar khaganate, alternately
a distinct delimited archaeological culture from the 8th-9th-centuries -
the Saltovo-Majaki culture. The interpretation of Khazarian material
culture has often been made in terms of “ethnicity”, and yet the cul-
tural identity, the multiplicity of the society, etc., are not translated to
the material culture. The economical, social and religious changes are
the most significant phenomena within the “Saltovo-Majaki culture*
and/or the Khazar khaganate: the transition from nomadism to seden-
tism, from tribal aristocracy to feudalism, and the transformation to a
monotheistic religion. The common denominator for the Khazaria and
the Saltovo-Majaki culture is, in my opinion, the pluralism of the social
structures and economy, and the multidimensional character of cultural
identity. The formation of complexes of archaeological items common
to the whole of the steppe and forest/steppe areas, does not allow for
connections between a specific archaeological material and a specific
“ethnic” group of the past or of modern times.

Bozena Werbart, Institute of Archaeology, University of Lund, Sand-
gatan 1, $-223 50 Lund, Sweden.

“History does indeed serve present society,
but serves it the better the more it seeks to
understand the past on the past’s own terms “.
A. Marwick. 1989. The Nature of History.

THEORETICAL OUTLINES
The intensive research into the interaction
between different kinds of ethnic groups and
different cultural manifestations has now
been superseded by a tendency to look for
diversified cultural changes, the multicultural
and multiethnic aspects of prehistoric and
historic societies. Ethnicity in archaeology
can point to a number of different and simul-
taneous identities, group mentalities or so-
cieties.

The ethnocentric way of understanding

ethnicity as a group subdivision, differentia-
tion and demarcation line, which separates
one’s own cultural group from “others® - the
archaeological concepts of culture - was used
to describe ethnic groups on the basis of cri-
teria such as customs, religion, language and
origin. But no useful purpose is served by
classifying ethnic groups in accordance with
cultural characteristics. People and groups
are able to move into and out of these ethnic
categories without any change taking place
(Svanberg & Runblom 1991:75 ff.). Itis even
less appropriate to classify ethnic groups
according to archaeological cultures. Taking
the material remains of prehistoric societies
as their point of departure, archaeologists
have created artificial cultural concepts
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which have been associated, more often than
not uncritically, with a clearly ethnic identity.
The global way of understanding ethnicity
aims at collective cultural identity, and at the
same time continues to be a dynamic, social
phenomenon, including social contacts and
interactions between groups of people, of dif-
ferent genders and ages. Ethnicity need not,
therefore, have anything to do with the
traditional word “people®.

Ethnicity in archaeological research in
the former Soviet Union was associated with
the problem of “ethnogenesis® and “ethnic
indicators*“. Why was the problem of
“ethnogenesis* so overdimensioned and why
was it given so much attention? The reasons
were ethnopolitical rather than academic.
Ethnogenetic studies were prohibited in the
Soviet Union during the early 1930s, when
the internationalistic ideology predominated.
Theories relating to migrations were rejec-

ted, and it was claimed instead that each re-
gion reflects the history of individual people
from the earliest periods to modern times. M.
Chudjakov, for example, pointed out that the
Volga Bulgars were not of Turkish origin but
had developed locally, and M. Artamonov
maintained that the Khazars did not arrive in
the valley of the river Don from the eastern
and northern Caucasus, but developed out of
existing local groups (Chudjakov 1931; Ar-
tamonov 1949:4 f.; Bulkin & Klejn & Le-
bedev 1982:272; Shnirelman 1993:60 f.).
Nevertheless, the situation was totally chan-
ged in the middle of the 1930s, when the
national politics were reversed for the sake
of Soviet (Russian) nationalism. The endless
debates on the nature of archaeological
cultures, on the homelands of various ethnic
communities, and on the deepness of their
roots in their modern territories have been
characterized by prejudice (Shnirelman 1993:
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68). Nationalism was the basis of this kind
of research, and the crucial issue for the
ethnogenetic discussion in the end of the
1930s was Slavic-Russian archaeology. The
German “ethnogenetic expansion® gave rise
to the Slavic “ethnogenetic expansion®.
These tendencies from the 1930s and 1940s
played, I suppose, an important role in the
formation of present, post-modernistic
nationalistic movements in the former Soviet
Union.

Prejudices about archaeology and ethni-
city can be exemplified by the almost 150
year old discussion on the Khazaria (or
Khazar Kingdom). During the last 40 years
the names “Khazar Kingdom*“, “Khazar
khaganate“, and “Khazarian culture* were
applied alternately to a distinct delimited
archaeological culture from the 8th-9th
centuries - the “Saltovo-Majaki culture (Sal-
tovo-Majackaja kultura). Two archaeological
places gave their names to the Saltovo-Ma-
jaki culture, which was regarded by the
Soviet scholars as a nomadic/semi-nomadic
culture in the boundary zone between the
forest and the steppe near the Don and the
Azov Sea: the cemetery and the hillfort
Verchneje Saltovo on the eastern bank of the
river Donets, about 40 km east of Charkov in
Ukraine, and the Majackoje gorodishche
(Majaki hillfort) near the river Don (Plet-
njeva 1967:3 ff.; Pletnjeva 1989: 4 f.)

From the 7th to the 10th century, in the
early European Middle Ages, the Khazars
inhabited regions between the Black Sea and
Caspian Sea, south of the Volga Bulgaria. The
Khazarian khaganate was bounded in the west
by Petjenegs, in the south by the Abbasidic
Caliphate (see Fig. 1). During the 950s the
Khazarian khaganate could no longer defend
itself against the all too aggressive Russian
Princes of Kiev. The great Khazar khaganate
was annihilated in 965-66 AD by Svjatoslav
Igorevich, Prince of Kiev, and his druzjina
which harried likewise in the Volga Bulgaria,
and which finally plundered the cities of Sar-
kel and Tmutarakan. After that Khazaria
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became a mysterious country (Boba 1967:
130; Gumiljev 1967; Wyszomirska 1989:143;
Petrukhin 1995:485).

The complex relations between the dis-
tributions of material culture items and
historically known groups, and the way in
which ideas about the definition of these
groups and the material culture associated
with them have varied, are one of the most
difficult points in the discussions about the
Saltovo-Majaki culture and Khazaria. Impor-
tant aims and questions can be crystallized:
What do the concepts “Saltovo-Majaki cul-
ture® and “Khazars“ mean? Who were the
Khazars? What kind of correlations existed
between these phenomena? Which chrono-
logical, chorological and archaeological
aspects of the Saltovo-Majaki culture have
been observed? Why were the Khazars
associated with the Jewish religion?

THE KHAZAR DEBATE

Already during the [850s historians and
numismatists began to be interested in the
problem of Khazaria (Wyszomirska 1989:
135 ff.). The direction of the Khazar debate
was not only of an archaeological but also of
ahistorical, linguistic and numismatic charac-
ter, as well as of a religio-historical character
(Erman 1884; Zambaur 1902; 1911; Kmosko
1924; Anderson et al 1926; Kokovcov 1932;
Togan Validi 1940; Arbman 1939,1942, 1955;
Artamonov 1940, 1952, 1955, 1956, 1958,
1962; Boba 1967; Pletnjeva 1967;1978; 1989;
Bykov 1971; 1974; Minorsky 1978; Mago-
medov 1985; Petrukhin 1989; 1993; 1995,
among others).

The scholars were in disagreement about
the very name “Khazar* (chazar, chasar, ka-
sar); nevertheless many of them suggested
that it does not mean any definite “people“
and should not be associated with any loca-
lity, but with modus vivendi, the way of life
(see Pelliot 1949:216; Minorsky 1978:124;
Rolle 1981:413). The word “Khazar“ can
mean “a person without permanent resi-
dence®, which can possibly be compared to
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the word “beduin®. In the Islamic written
sources (Hudud al’ Alam, Mahmud al Kash-
garis), “Khazars* refers to different tribes
with different dialects (Rolle op.cit.), and in
this way it emphasized the multiethnic and
multireligious character of the Khazar state.
The linguistic debate pointed out, morever,
the multiplicity of the Khazarian kingdom
and likewise its complexity, with different
groups of people speaking different langua-
ges. The Khazarian language was spoken by
only one group, and therefore it disappeared
without any trace; the language of the Volga
Bulgars was further preserved (see Minorsky
1987.124 f.).

The first selected publications about the
Khazars, by D.M. Dunlop and A.N. Poliak,
attracted attention by concentrating on the
Jewish religion of the Khazar khaganate: The
History of a Jewish Kingdom in Europe (Po-
liak 1951) and The History of the Jewish
Khazars (Dunlop 1954). D.M. Dunlop em-
phasized the Khazars’ very important place
in history through their contacts with the
Byzantine Empire. The greatest controversies
arose with a book by Arthur Koestler, The
Thirteenth Tribe. The Khazar Empire and its
Heritage, published 1976 in London and in
Swedish translation first 1992 (Koestler
1976;1992). In the Khazar kingdom, Koestler
wanted to see the origin of the eastern Euro-
pean Jewry. Nevertheless, all the historical
and linguistical facts contradicted his theo-
ries. Today the majority of scholars consider
that the Khazaric elements in the Jewish
eastern European immigrations were of in-
significant character, in spite of statements
about the origin of eastern European Jewry in
the Khazar khaganate. According to many
researchers, to associate the Khazars with a
modern eastern European Jewish population
is an impossible and unnecessary task (Arb-
man 1955:49; Sharf 1971: 98 ff.; Minorsky
1978:143; Ludwig 1983:1787). In the be-
ginning of the 10th century the first Jews
came to Poland from Spain via Germany and
Slovakia, and from Frankfurt, Wien and
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Prague, where the early Jewish communities
were already established. Another Jewish im-
migration came to Cracow from Kiev.
According to Ibrahim ibn Jacob from Prague
and Ibn Kordadbeh, these routes led from
the West to the East rather than vice versa
(see among others Balaban 1931). On the
commercial route - Mainz, Prague, Cracow
and Kiev - the Jewish tradespeople became
well established in the large international
trade in central Europe (Balaban 1931:
322 ff; Arbman 1955:49 f.).

The prejudices concerning the Khazar
khaganate survived, nevertheless, to modern
times. The comprehensive book by A. Koest-
ler has caused much confusion in discussions
on ethnic and religious issues. As was
previously pointed out, the interpretation of
ethnicity can always be used for other pur-
poses, where changes are possible in the
meaning and content (Werbart 1996). To un-
critically interpret the book by A. Koestler
can likewise lead to prejudicial statements,
as for instance in R.P. Olofsson’s discus-
sion from 1994 in the Swedish newspaper
“Dala-Demokraten®, in an article entitled
“A Jewish state on the Caspian Sea™ (Olofs-
son 1994).

In a catalogue from the 1985 exhibition
“The Caliphate and the Barbarian in the
North*, 1. Jansson characterized the Khazar
state as a “political dominance of a Jewish-
Turkic tribe, which came, unbeknown when,
to be converted to Judaism* (Jansson 1985:
58). But if we at all can “label* the “ethnic*
terms in the debate on the “Khazars®, then
the Khazars were not “a Jewish-Turkic tribe®,
but rather a multiplicity of different soci-
eties and groups of people, with different
religions but with a dominating state religion
- Judaism (Wyszomirska 1989:135 ff.). The
earliest religion of the Khazars was the sha-
manism of nomadic/semi-nomadic societies
(Dunlop 1972:948). The most interesting
Khazarian phenomenon for the linguists and
religio-historians was the conversion to
Judaism in, according to written sources, an



evident period and not, as 1. Jansson claimed,
“unbeknown when* (Jansson 1985:58; Wys-
zomirska 1989:144). The conversion was car-
ried out, according to Russian archaeolo-
gists, in the beginning of the 9th century
or, more exactly, around 830 AD (Pletnjeva
1967; 1989), and according to A. Koestler in
740 A.D. (Koestler 1976). The prejudices
about the Khazars became likewise notice-
able among some Russian scholars. N. Gumi-
ljev gives an account of an archaeological
expedition in the delta of the river Volga,
where he uses distinct delimited “ethnic*
terms for particular finds and phenomena,
for instance, “Khazar culture®, “Turkic cul-
ture®, “Khazar burials* and “Petjeneg buri-
als“. “The real Khazar nomads were the
Turks, and the merchant urban population
were the Jews®, emphasized N. Gumiljev
(1967:84), echoing a quite typical late me-
dieval prejudice about the mercantile inte-
rests of the Jewish population. The confu-
sion is total when he describes different
types of objects, a confusion which has to do
with a contamination of the concepts of
archaeological cultures and “ethnicity*: “buri-
als“ are often “Khazars® or “Petjenegs®, while
pottery is, on the contrary, “of the Saltovo
type*; and he indicates strict distinct “ethnic*
boundaries (Gumiljev 1962; 1967:74 f.). A
much more diversified attitude to the arch-
acological and historical conceptions, and a
quite different view of these issues, is re-
presented by S.A. Pletnjeva and V.I. Petru-
khin (Pletnjeva 1989; Petrukhin 1995).

If following the previous and also the
current discussions about “Khazars“, their
role was either overdimensioned or neglec-
ted. The same is true about the role of Judaism
in the Khazar khaganate.

Discussions about the ethnic and religious
aspects have been “hot* in the archaeologi-
cal literature and have often been preju-
diced, particularly in the debate about the
“Khazars* and/or Saltovo-Majaki culture.
But etnhicity is a subjective and variable
phenomenon, and for that reason we do not
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know what has been considered an ethnic
term in the Khazaria, in Visigotic Spain, or in
the Langobardic territory of southern Italy
(see, among else, a discussion in Harrisson
1994:9 £.).

KHAZARIA AND JUDAISM

While discussing more or less scientific de-
bates on the Khazars, two aspects may
particularly be observed:

- that the “Khazars“ were presumably a
Turkish nomadic society, with Judaism as
the official state religion since the begin-
ning of the 9th century (830 AD, see, among
others, Pletnjeva 1967; 1989), and

- that the Khazarian state has consisted of
a multiplicity of different ethnic groups and
groups of languages (Slavonic, Turkic, Cau-
casian and Arabic populations) and, among
others, of the Jewish societies which had
been arriving here from the whole of the
Caliphate, Byzantium and Spain.

In the big towns of Khazaria (Sarkel, Itil)
the Jewish population composed, according
to written sources, approximately 30% of
the society, a minority among Muslims and
Christians. During the end of the 9th cen-
tury the “Khazarian* Judaism was spreading
out to the Caucasus (the descriptions of the
Spanish/Jewish culture in Byzantium in
Benjamin of Tudela; Sharf 1971:98). The
Jewish population came to Khazaria, escap-
ing the persecution in Byzantium, on Crimea,
and in the Caliphate, between the years 786
and 809 AD (according to the Arabic histo-
rian Ali al-Mas’udi; Sharf 1971:98). The
problems with the “Khazars’ ethnicity is
very complex. Many scholars regarded the
Khazars as a conglomerate of different so-
cieties of Altaic/Turkic and Alanic origin,
perhaps with Hunnish elements; a sovereign
mosaic of societies and a diversified union
of different groups of people in the steppe
and forest/steppe regions of southeastern
Europe. The Khazars appear in the historical
sources as contemplating themselves exactly
as a conglomerate of groups of people re-
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Fig.2. Sun
amulets
from Ver-
chneje Sal-
tovo and
Dmitrijev-
skij ceme-
teries. 19 -
bronze fi-
gurine
from Sar-
kel (after
Pletnjeva
1967).

lated to the Avars, Ugrers, Onogurs, Volga
Bulgars and Savirs - among other places in
the letters between the Khazar king Joseph
and Hasdai ibn Shaprut, a Jewish physicist
and minister to the caliph Abd al Rahman
III from Cordoba. The so-called Khazarian
correspondence has been frequently discus-
sed by different scholars (Wyszomirska
1989:145).
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Judaism was presumably practiced al-
ready in the middle of the 8th century, at the
latest around 800 AD, by King Obadja (ap-
prox. 799-809) as an official religion in the
Khazar state - a modified version of the Je-
wish religion. In some measure it was a
question of introducing a monotheistic reli-
gion, unifying the multiplicity of different
societies. Owing to the practice of Judaism in



the Khazaria, the majority of the population,
according to Pletnjeva (1967:171), were able
to write. The first mention of the Jewish reli-
gion in the Khazar khaganate is in Latin,
and can be dated to the year 866 (Szyszman
1957:174; Artamonov 1962:471; Barthold er
al. 1978:1175; Wyszomirska 1989:144 £.).

Already during the 7th century a Khazar
kingdom had been created, which was of
considerable importance for the commercial
connections between the North and South,
and between the East and West. In addition to
the Turkic, Arabic and Jewish societies, the
Khazaria was inhabited by the Petjenegs,
Radimitjs, Vjatitjs, Poljans, Volga Bulgars,
and by a whole line of different Caucasian
and Caspian tribes (Lowmianski 1957:151;
Artamonov 1962:1141f.; Pletnjeva 1967; 1978;
1989; Magomedov 1975:275 ff.; Barthold er
al. 1978).

The Arabic, Byzantine and Hebraic writ-
ten historical sources bring into focus the
religious tolerance and the trinity of the Kha-
zar khaganate: the Jewish, the Muslim, and
the early medieval Christian faith, where a
religious multiplicity and tolerance seems to
be a self-evident issue. In the Khazar towns,
the churches, synagogues and mosques com-
posed a characteristic picture. A religious to-
lerance, without parallel in history, as well
as a certain religious syncretism has been
the matter of course. The religious syncre-
tism or indifference is often manifest in the
nomadic societies around the Black Sea
(Minorsky 1978:122; Wyszomirska 1989:
146). The religious part of the population of
the Khazar khaganate was living in the big
towns; the steppes were inhabited by the se-
cular and shamanistic groups. The religious
beliefs in the different societies at the Don,
which were included in the Khazar khaga-
nate, reveal a great deal of information. Dif-
ferent types of amulets, mostly sun amulets,
and anthropomorphic bronze figural scul-
ptures are widely dispersed within the Kha-
zar khaganate, among other places in the
graves in Saltovo and Dmitrijevskij, Fig 2.
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According to Turkic tradition, the sun amu-
lets are interpreted as a symbol of the god of
heaven, Thengri-khan. The so-called white
Khazars formed their nomadic settlements
in a ring: the cult of the sun (Pletnjeva 1967:
179). Some time after the 830s, after the
introduction of Judaism, the amulets disap-
pear from the settlements and cemeteries.

During the 8th century, the new social and
economic conditions called for a state and
homogeneous religion. That the Khazars
“chose the third religion, Judaism (after a
disputation in the presence of the Khazar
king Joseph), meant, according to Artamo-
nov (1962), an independent position between
two parties - Christianity and Islam; Byzan-
tium and the Caliphate. The choice of the
Khazars was well thought-out and diploma-
tic: they rejected neither Christianity nor Is-
lam, but proceeded the third way - a political
action of high dignity (Wyszomirska 1989:
146).

Judaism, as a state religion, played in the
Khazaria a role of political independence
and equality with both the Byzantine Em-
pire and the Caliphate. The Khazars preclud-
ed, in that way, every form of dependence
in relation to the Caliphate or Byzantium.
Moreover, the Khazars emphasized Juda-
ism’s place as a third world-religion (Arta-
monov 1962:264 f.).

The Khazar kingdom (khaganate) during
the end of the 9th century and the beginning
of the 10th was a polyethnic and multireli-
gious state. The khaganate was a political/
economic organization with a so-called dou-
ble kingdom (khagan, a term known since
652 AD: the great king and the representa-
tive king), a Eurasian sacred kingdom (lbn
Fadlan’s description of history; Frazer 1917;
Czegledy 1966:16). The Khazarian tradition
of two kings relates to the ancient social
practice and is reflected in the mytho-epic
motif of the murder of the sacral king, as on
the Khazarian silver scoop from Kotskij
Gorodok on the Ob river or on the mount-
ings from two drinking-horns (Fig. 3) found

Current Swedish Archaeology, Vol. 4, 1996



206  Bozena Werbart

in the great mound in Chernaja Mogila at
Chernigov, north of Kiev (Laszlo 1972:103;
1974; Petrukhin 1995:475 ff; 482:fig. 3). The
decoration depicts the Khazarian epic motif
of the defeat of the khagan in his fight with
a rival, the depiction of Svjatoslav’s victory
over the Khazarian khaganate 965-66. Ac-
cording to V.J. Petrukhin, the grave reflects,
however, “the polyethnic composition of the
princely milieu - Slavic, Scandinavian and
Turkic* (Petrukhin 1995:475). That signifies
the importance of the Khazars in the crea-
tion of the Kievan state. During the 9th cen-
tury, the title of khagan was likewise used in
the Russian Kiev, as an indication of the
competition for power against the Khazarian
khagans; among others, Svjatoslav’s son
and his grandson - Vladimir and Jaroslav the
Wisebore the title of khagan (Novoseltsev
1982; Petrukhin 1995:485).

THE KHAZAR KINGDOM OR
SALTOVO-MAJAKI CULTURE?
Cultural concepts are being questioned at

present time within both archaeology and so-
cial anthropology (Ekholm Friedman et al.;
Werbart 1994a). The traces of material cul-
tures that are studied by archaeologists are
not simply concrete examples of material
remains, but also symbolize age, gender,
ethnicity and perhaps other phenomena too.

Artifacts are regarded as being of little or
no use as indicators of ethnicity in archaeo-
logy; nevertheless, artifacts are perceived as
metaphors of human history and human
memory. Polish archaeologists in the 1950s-
1970s had a tendency to favour Slavic “arti-
facts®, for example, and they neglected those
of Germanic provenance - as a direct show
of opposition to the German archaeology of
the 1930s (Gruszecki 1993:17).

The history of archaeology reveals that
artifacts have at times been hidden in the
“backyards* of repositories, unmentioned or
overlooked (Werbart 1996).

The previous Soviet struggle against
“cosmopolitism* has likewise been reflec-
ted in the archaeological research, among

Fig. 3. Detail of decoration on the mounting of rython from Chernaja Mogila (Laszlo1972).
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other things in the views on the “Varjags*
and “Khazars* (seei.a. Petrukhin 1993). Some
of the Soviet archaeologists called the re-
mains of the Khazarian material culture the
“Saltovo-Majaki culture®, others called them
the “Khazarian culture”. Some of the arch-
aeologists of the 1950s, for instance B.A.
Rybakov, “degraded* the role of the Varjags
from the position of the founders of Rus’ to
participants in an “adventurous gang®, “Nor-
mans®, which, during a very short time,
inhabited Kiev (Petrukhin op cit).

The role of the Khazars was in the same
way either overdimensioned or “degraded‘.
Various kinds of maps were, for instance,
presented with extreme differences in the
territorial delimitations. B.A. Rybakov iden-
tifies a small Khazarian territory between the
Volga and Don, with the cities of Sarkel and
Itil. According to M.I. Artamonov, B.A.
Rybakov reduced the importance of the
Khazarian state (Rybakov 1953:128 ff;
Artamonov 1962:459). S.P. Tolstov overdi-
mensioned, on the contrary, the significance
of the Khazar khaganate, and located it to
the Caspian Sea and in the Khorezm. The
caravans and the so-called king route from
Khorezm to the Volga, as well as the arch-
aeological finds, indicated, according to
Tolstov, a great Khorezm-Khazar state du-
ring the 10th and the beginning of the 11th
century (Tolstov 1948:195; 1953). Neverthe-
less, no evidence existed of the connections
between the Khazar khaganate and Kho-
rezm. Already in the end of the 19th century,
about ten archaeological sites of the Salto-
vo-Majaki culture were known from the
right bank of the river Don. Some of the
19th-century Russian scholars associated
these sites with the Alan cemeteries in the
northern Caucasus (Spicyn 1909; Pletnjeva
1967:3). The important result of M.I. Arta-
monov from 1962 was the theory that the 8th-
9th-century societies at Don and on the Azov
Sea, a conglomerate of different groups, had
been included in the Khazar multicultural
state, and that the economical, administra-
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tive, and political changes can be traced from
the nomadic life to the agricultural settle-
ments, as well as the rise of handicrafts and
trade and the progress of the cities (Artamo-
nov 1962; Pletnjeva 1967:4 ft.)

The political and intellectual context of
the concept of archaeological “culture” was
often interpreted with its link with cultural
(“ethnic®) identity. When history and pre-
history are used for confirmatory purposes,
and when the politicians refer to them as
witnesses of the truth, there is good reason to
be on one’s guard. “Almost all people have
their own Kosovo, and if they are looking
for it, all people of the world should be able to
indicate, with support from the historical
sources, that they are victims of historical
injustice*’, emphasized T.H. Eriksen (1995).
A frightening example of the success of
anti-democratic tendencies was the political
tumult at the WAC-3 (World Archaeologi-
cal Congress) in New Delhi in 1994. There
were to be no discussions nor resolutions at
meetings of the executive committee on the
Ayodhya issue. Neither S. Colley (1995) nor
others called this problem by its right name:
that it was a totalitarian, Stalinistic and anti-
democratic way to stop the debate - an un-
precedented case at international meetings
(Shennan 1994:7; Colley 1995; Eriksen 1995).

The tragic consequence of intolerance is
also the political misuse of archaeology. M.I.
Artamonov, the excavator of Sarkel and a
scientist and archaeologist, called the finds
from Sarkel “Khazarian* and depicted, more-
over, the Khazar khaganate, which played a
fundamental role in the creation of the Russ-
ian Kiev, as well as the dominating religion,
Judaism. In the beginning of the 1950s, du-
ring the Stalinistic period, it roused the irrita-
tion of other scholars, particularly Artamo-
nov’s interpretation of the markings on the
bricks (Artamonov 1962:303; Wyszomirska
1989: 138, fig. 2). He was criticized officially
in “Pravda® by Ivanov with support from B.
Rybakov, who called all finds from Sarkel a
“Saltovo-Majaki culture* with Slavonic, not
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“Khazarian®, roots. Rybakov meant that
Artamonov idealized the Khazar state, which
is a sign of “a bourgeois attack against
Russians®, and that he was well-deserved of
criticism in “Pravda®. M.I. Artamonov was
forced to be self-critical in his articles, but he
was “rehabilitated later in the 1960s, since
in 1962 he published a new book “Istorija
Chazar“. He associated here Sarkel (1949-
1951 years’ excavations), Cimljanskoje goro-
dishche and the Saltovo-Majaki culture with
the Khazars (Ivanov 1951:3; Artamonov
1952:42 ff; 1962).

M.I. Artamonov emphasized the pro-
gressive role which the Khazars played in
the history of Europe. The Caucasus consti-
tuted a distinct boundary zone between Eu-
rope and the Caliphate. Caliph al-Mandjur
(754-775 AD) had the best relations with the
Khazar khaganate. The importance of the
Khazars as defenders of eastern Europe
against the conquests of the Caliphate, is
undoubtable; they opened likewise the door
to the Byzantine culture (Artamonov 1962:
457; Barthold et al. 1978). The cultural histo-
rical importance of the Khazars in the links
between eastern Europe and the Islamic
world, and the international trade between
the 8th and 10th centuries, is quite compre-
hensive. The route of the transit trade via
Khazaria, from the 9th century to the 960s,
was covered by Islamic dirhams, which had
an enormous importance for the delivery of
coins and silver to eastern and northern Eu-
rope (Bykov 1971:33).

In spite of the customs tariff, which was
claimed by the Khazar khaganate, the Scandi-
navian trading travellers considered that it
was worth coming to the region of the Cas-
pian Sea. During the 9th century they rece-
ived information about the Khazar khaga-
nate. The Scandinavian tradesmen and
tradeswomen came to establish valuable
contacts along the river Volga, in the region
of the Volga Bulgars, as well as in the towns
of Itil and Sarkel, where they met commer-
cial and business travellers from all over the
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world. These peoples’ commmercial activity
established a link between Asia and Europe
(Arne 1914:299 ff.; Lowmianski 1957:119;
Foote et al 1974:227). However, it is, per-
haps, possible that the Khazarian traders had
visited Scandinavia during the 9th-10th cen-
turies.

Different opinions are prevalent about
the connecting of the Khazar khaganate with
the Saltovo-Majaki culture, even among pre-
sent-day scholars. The hillfort of Verchnee
Saltovo, the unfortified village, as well as the
cemetery belong, according to I. Jansson, to
the same culture, the “Saltovo culture®, which
is known from the territories at the Donets,
Don and the Azov Sea, and likewise from
the northern slopes of the Causcaus and from
the middle Volga and Kama - consequently
“from a considerable part of the Khazar state®
(Jansson 1985:180). L.I. Ljapushkin empha-
sized in 1958, in his depiction of objects of
precious metal from the cemetery at Saltovo
and of bricks from Cimljanskoje gorodishche,
that different opinions exist about Khazaria
contra the Saltovo-Majaki culture (Ljapush-
kin 1958:139 ff.). He criticized M.I. Artamo-
nov for the statement that no other culture
than the Saltovo-Majaki culture is known in
Khazaria during the 9th century. However,
Ljapushkin believed that the Saltovo-Majaki
culture was not a nomadic culture, and there-
fore had no connections with the Khazar
khaganate (Ljapushkin op.cit).

Nevertheless, the multicultural and multi-
religious state based its economy on more
complex grounds (see the current Russian
literature - Pletnjeva and Petrukhin). Accord-
ing to ethnographers, no nomadic cultures
were “absolutely” nomadic; a certain degree
of agriculture has always been included (Plet-
njeva 1967:8). Most of the scholars agreed
that the Saltovo-Majaki culture coincided
with the Khazar khaganate, and that the
boundaries are identical. The archaeological
boundaries of this phenomenon consisted of
ca. 300 sites at the Donets, Volga and eastern
Crimea (Fig. 4), with the characteristic build-



ings in the fortification constructed of white
mortar in Sarkel, Verchneje Tchirjurtovskoje
gorodishche near Sulak in northern Dage-
stan, but also in Semender, Balandjar and
Semikarakovskoje gorodishche, among other
places (Pletnjeva 1967:44; Rolle 1981:417;
Ludwig 1983:1788).

Discussion on the “ethnic origin“ and
“ethnogenesis™ of the Saltovo-Majaki culture
was a crucial issue for the Russian archaeo-
logists: S.A. Pletnjeva has associated this
culture with the Khazars (Volga-Khazars),
other archaeologists with the Bulgarian tri-
bes; only a few scholars regarded this culture
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in the same way as the Khazar state, as an
“ethnic*, multicultural conglomerate (Rolle
1981:418). S.A. Pletnjeva proclaimed in her
book from 1967, Ot kochevij k gorodam.
Saltovo-Majackaja kultura (Pletnjeva 1967),
that she is of the same opinion as Artamo-
nov (1962) concerning the Khazar khaganate
and the Saltovo-Majaki culture: namely, that
there existed correlations and connections
between these two phenomena. She empha-
sized also that her view is opposite that of
Rybakov, and that the theories of Tolstov
about Khazaria can mostly be regarded as
products of the imagination. When studying
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Fig. 4. Sites of the Saltovo-Majaki culture: cemeteries, settlements, gorodishcha, towns (after Plet-

njeva 1967).
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references in Pletnjeva’s book, the change of
attitude after the end of the 1960s can be
noticed; it is distinctly that M.I. Artamonov
has been censored until the beginning of the
1960s (Pletnjeva 1967). In 1978 a new book
by S.A. Pletnjeva was published in German:
Die Chazaren. In 1989 Pletnjeva published
Na slaviansko-chazarskim pogranichje.
Dmitrijevskij archeologicheskij kompleks,
20 years after her first monograph. The part
that treats the history of research in her book
is comprehensive: she accounts for the 1962
publication Istorija Chazar by Artamonov,
and the three volumes on the so-called Vol-
ga-Don archaeological expeditions from the
years 1958, 1959 and 1963 (Pletnjeva 1989:3).

The Saltovo-Majaki culture with its re-
gional variations was a culture included in
the large state unit - the Khazar khaganate -
according to Pletnjeva (1989), and the Salto-
vo-Majaki culture was identical with the
“culture of Khazar khaganate”. The capital
of Itil (Atil) was located in the delta of the
river Volga; it is still not identitied, and it
was divided into three different units (al-
Masudi in the “Golden Roads®, as well as
depictions by Ibn Fadlan, Muruj al-Dhahab
and ibn Rustah; Arbman 1962:117; Artamo-
nov 1962:385 ff.; Barthold er al. 1978:1173).
According to the written sources, Itil was a
large town, presumably of the same charac-
ter as Sarkel, a centre for the Khazarian tran-
sit trade from the 9th century to the 960s.
The royal palace (castle of the khagan), on
an island in the Volga, was built of white
bricks, and composed part of the picture of the
town. According to written sources, in this
metropolis market places and public baths,
bazaars, churches and synagogues, and
schools and mosques existed. M.I. Artamo-
nov located Itil approximately 144 km north
of Astrakhan, and L.N. Gumiljev investi-
gated this site in 1959; however, he did not
find any traces of Itil (Artamonov 1962;
Gumiljev 1967:61 ff.). It is not impossible
that the remains of the city are lying below
sea level. The archaeological excavations on
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the presumed site of Itil demonstrated that
the right bank of the river Volga consists of
the out-washed, alluvial layers (Gumiljev op
cif). Gumiljev’s work was a typical example
of the afore-mentioned ‘“‘ethnogenetic* stu-
dies in the former Soviet Union, particularly
his distinct “ethnic delimitations (Gumiljev
1967:84).

The border fortress and town Sarkel has
been investigated at the lower Don; Sarkel
could be defended not only from the broad
side of the river, but likewise from the out-
side of the thick walls. The location near the
important trade route between lItil and the
region of the river Don, additionally em-
phasized the significance of the town. The
Don was not an important sailing route du-
ring the 9th century. Sarkel has not, there-
fore, been built at the river, but at the country
road, in order to increase the status of the
Khazars in their western and north-western
territories. According to the Byzantine writ-
ten sources, the building of Sarkel was star-
ted ca. 834 AD, by request of a Khazar kha-
gan (Artamonov 1955:118). The excava-
tions of Sarkel demonstrated that this fort-
ress was an architectonic masterpiece: a
rectangular fortification with the earthworks,
thick walls, resting on no foundation, with
four towers, two gates, and a citadel, and built
of sun-dried bricks and joined by a white
limestone - the so-called White Town. Some
part of the marble columns and capitals, like
those from Cimljanskoje gorodishche, was
of Byzantine quality (Artmanonov 1955:
105; 1958:9).

An approximately one-meter-thick cul-
ture layer, with Khazarian finds, covered the
chronological period from the 840s to 965
AD. According to Pletnjeva, in this so-called
Khazar layer about 100 house constructions
were investigated. Different types of cultural
manifestations have been demonstrated in
this area of excavation, and the finds seem to
indicate the multiplicity and variation, as
well as the trade connections not only with
Crimea and Byzantium but also with central
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Fig. 5. Cimljanskoje gorodishche at Don (Rolle 1981).

Asia and the territories east of the Caucasus:
glazed pottery, coins, and objects of art
(Pletnjeva 1967:45 ff.). Many scholars
suggested that on account of the character of
the settlements, pottery, and buildings, a
three-part division of the population is con-
ceivable: the Muslim, the Christian, and the
Jewish - a multiethnic and multireligious so-
ciety (Artamonov 1962; Rolle 1981; Plet-
njeva 1989). The dimensions of the bricks
from Sarkel are not of Byzantine measures;
they are both thicker and smaller. A similar
technique is also known from Cimljanskoje
gorodishche, where, besides the town archi-
tecture, the round nomadic yurts occurred,
Fig.5. The figures on the bricks consist of

schematic zoomorphic and anthropomorphic
pictures, letters, and symbolic signs, which
have been interpreted differently: as Hebrew
letters, as old Turkic runes, or as symbols of
the Jewish menorah (Artamonov 1962:388;
Wyszomirska 1989:137, fig. 2). A ritual
structure, very close to the wall of the fort-
ress in Sarkel, contained a human skeleton
with finds of both henna and a piece of paper
by the hand bones, indicating contacts with
central Asia (Samarkand, China?). This piece
of paper was produced from a local material,
but according to Chinese prescription (Ar-
tamonov 1958:54). After the destruction of
Sarkel in 965, a new Russian town was built
on its ruins, Belaja Vezja, which existed until
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the 12th century (Artamonov 1955:118). The
Khazar setilements on Crimea are well
known, among others those of Tmutarakan
(Hermonassa), Phanagoreia, Pantikhapaion,
and Myrmekion (Rolle 1981:420). One hund-
red km south of Sarkel another town is
known, Semikarakovskoje, of the same
character as Sarkel (Pletnjeva 1967:47 {f.).

Except for the, in most cases, suspicious
and controversial written sources, the arch-
aeological remains are numerous and com-
prehensive. The “Khazar® archaeology, or
the archaeology of the Saltovo-Majaki cul-
ture, is based on the finds (jewellery, orna-
ments, belt mounts, pottery, bricks, mirrors,
weaponry, and saddles, among other things),
the architecture (from the palaces to the
yurts), and the coins: Ard-al-Khazar dirhams
(see, among others, Bykov 1974; Rispling
1987; Wyszomirska 1989:138 ff).

MATERIAL CULTURE, KHAZARIA
AND SALTOVO-MAIJAKI

The material culture indicated that the people
constantly renewed and improved their
knowledge. Therefore the material culture
can contribute to a continuous redefining of
the “ethnicity* (Fitzpatrick 1993:241).

The interpretations of Khazarian material
culture, coinage and “art” have often been
made in terms of “ethnicity”, making a
distinction between different types of mate-
rial culture and “peoples (Veit 1994; Fitz-
patrick 1993:240). However, the cultural
identity, the multiplicity of the society, the
“ethnic* heterogeneity, and the cultural in-
fluences are, in most cases, not translated to
the material culture, to the objects or grave
forms.

In spite of many claims to the contrary, no
object is “ethnospecific* as such! Different
types of jewellery, mounts, belts, etc., can,
perhaps, demonstrate the change of fashion,
but not the ethnic differentiations. Many cen-
tral and eastern European medieval archaeo-
logists not only like to connect certain ob-
jects with archaeological “cultures™, but also
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like to interpret them as “ethnospecific” (B4-
lint 1994:192).

C. Bdlint, in his discussion about the
Avars, Khazars, and the Slavic finds in
Hungary, Bulgaria, and the rest of southeas-
tern Europe, emphasized that it is not pos-
sible to, for instance, talk about “pan-Sla-
vonic* types of objects as “ethnospecific®,
such as S-ended temple rings. This kind of
find occurs in a gigantic area within the cen-
tral European territory. In order to charac-
terize, for instance, the Avars’ archaeological
cultures, several elements must be conside-
red, such as Byzantine influences, and
comparisons with the Khazars’ material must
be made (Balint op cit.). The Avars’ and the
Khazars’ graves are not, for instance, so very
different. The burials with horses constitute
rather an expression of the social phenome-
non, without any “ethnic” contents. Both the
late Avarian and Khazarian states were
constructions of an oriental nature, with the
political and territorial structures of a com-
plex and multiplex character. The “slavo-
phile, pan-Slavic period* after World War II,
with an overemphasis on the Slavic elements
and a close connection between archaeology
and nationalism, was not only significant for
the Soviet or Polish researchers; it was like-
wise visible in Hungary (Balint 1994:191).

To bring more clarity to the problem of
the material culture of the Saltovo-Majaki,
S.A. Pletnjeva, in her monograph from 1989
about the complex of Dmitrijevskij, propa-
gates for the publication of the entire ma-
terial from this culture, which is, since the
1950s, still obscured, or hidden in the re-
positories! The archaeological material from
Sarkel-Belaja Vezja is since the 1960s de-
posited in the Eremitage, and still not publis-
hed after the excavations of 1949-1951
(Pletnjeva 1989:5). In the historical museum
in Astrakhan only one small exhibition case
with some archaeological finds is dedicated
to the Khazars; the Jewish religion of the
state is not mentioned. The new excavations
of the Soviet/Bulgarian/Hungarian expedi-



tion on the classical site of Majackoje goro-
dishche, during the years 1975-1982, as well
as the new investigations of Verchneje Sal-
tovo, are likewise still not published (Plet-
njeva 1989:5). In the archaeological museum
in Kiev two “Khazarian* exhibition cases
contained, among other things, the gold
jewellery, ornaments, and mounts from two
Ukrainiankurgans, excavated 1961 in Glodosy,
Kirovogradskaja obl. (Smilenko 1965), and
1927 in Gladkovka, Cherssonskaja obl. (the
last one, not published, according to informa-
tion from B. Hardh). The twenty years of
investigations in Dagestan was published in
the 1980s (Baranov 1981; Magomedov 1985).
The complex of Dmitrijevskij, about 50 km
from Verchneje Saltovo, is located, according
to Pletnjeva, in the boundary zone between
forest and steppe, and is included in the
complex of gorodishcha - about ten “White
Stone fortresses™ (castles). In this complex
and on the sites at the Donets, the skeleton
burials occurred inside the big “Saltovo®
vessels (Pletnjeva 1989). The Dmitrijevskije
gorodishche has been interpreted as a winter
settlement for semi-nomadic feudal authori-
ties; in the same way as Itil has been inter-
preted as a winter palace for the Khazar kha-
gan. The settlement patterns and the habita-
tion structures of the “Saltovo-Majaki* are
richly varied: a lot of small settlements with
houses with post constructions, pit-features,
features and constructions with animal
offerings, pottery workshops; the large set-
tlements; gorodishcha with earthwork; goro-
dishcha with stone walls; the large towns
and metropolises (Pletnjeva 1989:24 ff).
Pottery from the Saltovo-Majaki sites is
very diversified. Pottery with linear orna-
mentation, geometrical patterns, and stamps
at the rims, is characteristic of the forest/
steppe variant of the Saltovo-Majaki culture.
This pottery appeared in the 8th-9th-century
cultural layers in the large towns in the south
- Sarkel, Tamatarka, Fanagoria, and Jus-
tanovskoje gorodishche (Afanasjev 1987:96
ff.; Pletnjeva 1967: fig. 28; Pletnjeva 1989:19).
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Most striking about the 8th-9th-century pot-
tery from these regions, is the multiplicity of
different forms and ornamentation patterns:
there is hand-made pottery, kitchen pottery,
packing groups, jars, jugs, amphore and
pithoi, as well as service vessels with clear
influences from the late Roman/Byzantine
pottery, turned on a hand-driven wheel and
often with markings on the bottom. The grave
pottery from the catacomb graves is also of
variable forms (Pletnjeva 1967:102 ff.), Fig.
6. The markings on the pottery and bricks
were particularly comprehensive in the mate-
rial from Sarkel. A.M. Shcherbak wanted, in
these finds, to see three different cultural
traditions: the Black Sea culture (Byzantine),
the culture from Dnepr, and the nomadic
culture. Some of the markings were associa-
ted with the Greek towns on the Black Sea,
and with the Rus’ Kiev (Shcherbak 1959:
362 ff.). The pottery from Sarkel indicates,
nevertheless, the trade connections with cen-
tral Asia, Byzantium and Trans-Caucasus.

Among the imported pottery found in
Birka, the “Khazar® pottery is noticeable: a
fragment of a jug of well-burnt ware (Bick
1995:14, fig. 4).

The burial rituals in the Khazar khaga-
nate indicate moreover different types of
cultural manifestations at the Don and Do-
nets. Various types of graves are known:
catacomb graves, burials in pits, graves with
horses, horse burials, double graves (often
pair burials with a woman and a man),
collective burials, and sometimes cenotaphs
and memorial monument-cemeteries in Ver-
chneje Saltovo, Dmitrijevo (with 152 cata-
comb graves), Verchnij Tchirjurt in Dage-
stan, and Aghach-Kala in the northern Cau-
casus (Smirnov 1951; Pletnjeva 1967:71 f.;
Pletnjeva 1989:68 ff.). Cremation graves
without mounds are also known (Rolle 1981:
420). In these various types of graves there
occurred anthropomorphic bronze amulets,
gilt bronze ornaments, buttons, toilet-sets,
applications, silver jewellery, belt mounts
and buckles (Fig. 7), weapons (iron swords,
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Fig. 6. Varia-
tion of pottery
from the Sal-
tovo-Majaki
culture (Plet-
njeva 1967).



arrowheads, bows, saddles, lances and axes,
leather helmets) as well as bracelets, rings,
and beads of glass, stone and mosaic, Abba-
sidic silver coins, and vessels and mirrors,
often richly decorated (Pletnjeva 1989:73 ff;
fig. 51 ff; Wyszomirska 1989:143).

A completely equipped equestrian was,
for instance, depicted on part of a saddle of
bone from Dagestan (Magomedov 1975:
279). According to written sources, the dead
Khazar kings were buried in the rivers, pre-
sumably a common tradition among the nor-
thern nomads; moreover, music was played
at the Khazarian burials (Blake et al. 1949:34
ff; Smirnov 1951).

The belt mounts with stylized plant orna-
mentation, as well as the “heart-shaped™ sil-
ver amulets with a loop and plant decoration
and often with animal and human figures,
have been interpreted by S.A. Pletnjeva as
“Khazarian® or Saltovo-Majaki (Pletnjeva
1967). This kind of silver ornament and the
belt mounts from the 9th-10th centuries,
found in Birka as well as in the silver hoards
from middle Sweden, Gotland and Scania,
were usually called “oriental. H. Arbman
interpreted these finds as “Khazarian® (Arb-
man 1940: tab95f.; 1942:303 ff.; 1955:142 1 ;
Hardh 1976:491f.; Jansson 1978:383 f.; 1985;
1986). This type of ornamentation and je-
wellery is, however, known from the whole
of the large southeastern European steppe
area, and outside the boundaries of the Kha-
zar khaganate, see Fig. 7.

Both the pottery and the other finds, such
as jewellery, amulets, mounts, etc., can not
only be attributed to the “Khazarian culture*
or “Saltovo-Majaki culture; they are not
“ethnospecific”, because the great diversity
in form and decoration indicates rather the
multiplicity of different influences from va-
rious territories - both from the Khazar towns,
the Caucasus, the Black Sea, Byzantium,
Crimea, the steppes in the East, and the re-
gion of Kiev. The “Saltovo-Majaki‘ culture
is not homogeneous; it presents the same
type of pluralism as all the “archaeological
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cultures®.

A unitary, official religion is not unique
to the Khazar khaganate: in Volga Bulgaria,
Islam predominated; in Donau-Bulgaria,
Christianity. The religious tolerance in the
Khazar khaganate constituted, however, a
consolidated factor in the social and political
life of the state. The importance of the dom-
inating religion, Judaism, as a unifying po-
litical/social link in the multireligious and
multiethnic state, is evident.

CONCLUSIONS
Consequently, what do the concepts “Sal-
tovo-Majaki culture and “Khazars® mean?

Discussions on the “ethnic affiliation** of
the Saltovo-Majaki culture pointed out a va-
riation of opinions. When studying the part
that treats the history of research in the
monograph by S.A. Pletnjeva (1967), it can
be noted that some scholars (above all Soviet
and Russian, but also Hungarian) regarded
these societies as Khazarian, others as “Ala-
nic*, and still others as “proto-Bulgarian® or
as “Magyars®. “Slavic* (“pan-Slavic) theories
about the Saltovo-Majaki culture have also
been presented (Pletnjeva 1967:7).

The “ethnogenetic studies* and the well-
published discussions on the “origin“ and
“ethnogenesis* were fruitless, and, on ac-
count of their starting-points, they were jud-
ged to be a fiasco (see Werbart 1994b).

M.I. Artamonov was, perhaps, the first
(1962) to emphasize that the Saltovo-Majaki
culture means not only the “Khazars® but
moreover a multiplicity of different socie-
ties, and that the Saltovo-Majaki culture has,
at the same time, been included in the Khazar
khaganate (Pletnjeva 1967:6 f.). S.A. Plet-
njeva’s most significant discussion on the
Saltovo-Majaki culture maintained that this
culture was not homogeneous (op.cit.). But
is not multiplicity something which actually
characterizes all “archaeological cultures?

Ethnicity is, as mentioned before, a vari-
able, multilateral, subjective phenomenon, and
we don’t know, therefore, what has been con-
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themselves as different from other people

sidered as an “ethnic* term in Khazaria. An
“ethnic group® consists of peoples who see

(Horowitz 1985). The “ethnic group® has, in
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Fig. 7. Ornaments and mounts from Verchneje Saltovo, bronze and silver (Pletnjeva 1967).
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other words, been used in a very general way;
for social groups of various constructions
and in different parts of the world (Ekholm
Friedman er al 1994:3).

The economical, social and religious
changes are, perhaps, the most significant
phenomena within the “Saltovo-Majaki cul-
ture and/or the Khazar khaganate: the tran-
sition from an archaic economic formation,
from nomadism and semi-nomadism, to
sedentism; the transformation of the tribal
aristocracy to a hierarchic feudalism; and the
transition to a monotheistic religion. Even
though some part of the population between
the river Don and the Black Sea, had been
living in the towns and castle structures (go-
rodishcha), a large percent led a nomadic
life, and they gradually changed their life
and economy from rabor (camp-) nomadism
to a semi-nomadic and sedentary economy
(Pletnjeva 1967:179 f.). A unique form of
double power (double kingdom) distinguis-
hed this specific political/economical orga-
nization - the khaganate.

The two hundred year old history of the
Khazar khaganate came to an end, when the
state was conquered in the 960s, and the traces
of these diversified societies, cultures and
religions disappeared. Khazaria was during
the 8th-10th centuries a powerful state, which
stood out against much stronger kingdoms -
the Byzantine Empire and the Arabic Cali-
phate.

Thelarge, archaeologically identified, cul-
tural mosaic existed until the end of the 8th
century within the enormous steppe terri-
tories between the Don and the Caucasus,
with different nomadic societies which were
later included in the Khazar union. From the
end of the 8th until the 10th century the
large, multiplex “nomad pot“ was transfor-
med into a more homogeneous picture of the
state and cultures. The multitude of finds, the
transition and prosperity of the economy,
handicrafts, art, architecture, coinage, and the
knowledge of writing, all indicated plura-
lism, influences, and contacts across large
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areas; in other words, that which archaeo-
logists alternately called the “Saltovo-Majaki
culture” or the Khazar khaganate. However,
as S.A. Pletnjeva (1967:185) emphasized, we
do know that the boundaries of the Saltovo-
Majaki culture are synonymous and parallel
to the boundaries of the Khazar khaganate.
S.A. Pletnjeva and other Russian archaeo-
logists distinguished five variants of the
Saltovo-Majaki culture in southeastern Eu-
rope, which are all “equal to*“ the Khazar
khaganate: the archaeological finds of the
Saltovo-Majaki type from the Don, the Azov
Sea, Dagestan, Crimea, the lower Dnepr, and
northwestern Bulgaria, among other places
(Pletnjeva 1967:187, fig. 50). However, as
was mentioned before, the spread of the Kha-
zar state has been discussed in different
ways by various scholars. S.A. Pletnjeva has
mostly focused on the Dagestan variant of the
Saltovo-Majaki culture around the Khazar
khaganate. B.A. Rybakov and M.1. Artamo-
nov pointed out the boundaries of the Kha-
zar khaganate in quite different ways: ac-
cording to B.A. Rybakov, the finds from the
Saltovo-Majaki culture can not be regarded
as “Khazarian“ (Rybakov 1953). M.I. Arta-
monov, on the contrary, emphasized that the
territory of the Khazar khaganate, according
to archaeological sources, corresponded with
the distribution of different variants of the
Saltovo-Majaki culture (Artamonov 1962:
424). S.A. Pletnjeva stressed that she totally
agrees with M.I. Artamonov (Pletnjeva op
cir).

These distinctly different positions indi-
cate the contamination and conglomeration
of various problems and questions: What is
archaeology? What is “ethnicity*? The only
common denominator for the Khazarian
khaganate on the one hand, and the Saltovo-
Majaki culture on the other, is, in my opinion,
the pluralism of the social structures and
economy, the multiethnicity and multireli-
giousity.

The high mobility of the populations in
the large territories, the multidimensional

Current Swedish Archaeology, Vol. 4, 1996



218  Bozena Werbart

character of its cognitions of cultural (“eth-
nic*) identity, the mixed and complicated ter-
ritorial and cultural groups and societies, and
the formation of complexes of archaeologi-
cal items common to the whole of the steppe
and forest/steppe areas, do not allow con-
nections between a specific archaeological
material and a speciefic “ethnic* group of the
past or of modern times.

Nowadays, it is more often the social an-
thropologists rather than the archaeologists
who emphasize that identity is a life choice.
People select and formulate their cultural
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