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ABSTRACT
The article is devoted to the custom of artificial deformation of skull which
was practiced by the early nomads of the late Sarmatian time in the steppe
zone of Eastern Europe. The issues of spread, origin and functional load
of this custom are being resolved on the basis of the mass paleoanthropological materials from the burial mounds in the Southern Urals, the Lower Volga and the Lower Don region. The data show that the proportion
of deformed skulls varies from 50 per cent to 100 per cent while the dating of the complex, where the materials with deformation marks come
from, has shown that no gradual penetration occurred in the late Sarmatian society. Due to the fact that the late Sarmatian society had some peculiar features (e.g., children were not buried under the mounds and only
part of women had this kind of privilege and also the high injury level
of the skeletons caused by hostilities) it is possible to consider that the
custom of the artificial deformation was a constant symbol of intra-group
solidarity and inter-group cultural differences. One can hardle define the
connection between the practice of deformation and such phenomena
as fashion and esthetics, since along with the late Sarmatians a large
number of settled and nomadic tribes practiced this custom.
INTRODUCTION
The custom of artificial head deformation is considered to be one of the
most common types of body mutilations both in ancient and modern cultures. The practice is abundantly described in written, ethnographic and
paleoanthropological sources. In the course of this study, we find it interesting to examine all three above mentioned types of sources, which contribute
to understanding of the phenomenon of artificial skull deformation observed
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in the south of Eastern Europe dating back to the beginning of the new era.
The traditional skull deformation practices are observed on the paleoanthropological materials and its analysis and interpretation pose numerous
questions.
Let us start by considering the ratio between the deliberatly distorted
skulls and the non-deformed ones attributed to the late Sarmatians as well
as the distribution by territorial and population groups, and then compare
and contrast the results to the populations parallel in time and location.
The Lower Volga archeological material with traces of deliberate artificial head deformation is represented by a series of nomadic tribes of the late
Sarmatian period, excavated from the burial sites localized along the terraces
of Esaulovsky Aksai (Abganerovo II, III, IV, Zhutovo, Ternovsky, Peregruznoye I, Asai I, II, III, IV, V and etc.); in the Astrakhan part of the right
bank of the Volga River (Staritsa, Kuzin, Krivoi Luka I, IV, VII, XIV, XVI,
XVII, etc.); in the territory of Kalmykia (Jangr, Duker, Kermen Tolga,
Kuptsyn Tolga, Ut, etc.); in the Volgograd and Saratov Trans-Volga areas
(Berezhnovka I and II, Kalinovka, Kharkovka, etc.).
The Lower Don archeological material with traces of artificial skull
deformation is found in the burial sites on both left and right banks of the
Don River (Sladkovka, Krivolimansky, Podgornenskiy, Moscovskiy I, II,
Yasyrev, Mayak, Novyy, etc.).
The published research on the late Sarmatian series from the Ural territory excavated from the burial sites of Pokrovka 10, Lebedevka,
Solyonyy Dol, and others also provides craniological material with traces
of deliberate skull deformation.
Frequency of occurrence of deliberately deformed skulls in the Lower Volga measures about 70.0 per cent of the total sample; the incidence
of the Lower Don territory is lower and amounts to about 50 per cent
(Ginzburg 1959; Firshtein 1970; Balabanova 2001: 111; 2004: 172; Batieva 2011: 41). The Late Sarmatian Ural series makes the highest rate
of deformation reaching almost 100.0 per cent in the Pokrovka 10 and up
to 45.0 per cent in the Lebedevka burial sites (Malashev and Yablonsky
2008: 75; Moshkova 1982: 80). According to the researchers who studied
and published results on a small series (n = 5) excavated in the Sukhoi
Dol mound, every skull up in the group (total 100.0 per cent) was intentionally deformed (Kitov and Khokhlov 2011: 127−131).
The distribution of deformed and non-deformed skulls in separately
taken burial mounds is at least 50.0 per cent for the Lower Volga region,
and 25.0 per cent at the minimum for the Lower Don territory. The highest deformation rates in the Lower Don are encountered in the burial sites
of Kirovsky IV, Novosadkovsky, Moskovskiy I and Moskovskiy II (Batieva 2011: 42). In some smaller series (n =1–3), there were no deformed
skulls. Or else, at the same sample size, all the skulls were distorted
by deformation.
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In addition to the late Sarmatian nomadic groups, the custom of skull
deformation was observed among the population of the Lower Don settlements including the ones excavated from the burial sites of Tanais,
Kobyakiv, Nizhnegnilovsky, Rogozhkino XIII and the population from
the territory of Azov in the Late antiquity. The rate of deformed skulls
falls at about 20.0 per cent or lower in comparison with non-deformed
ones. Only the material of the Kobyakiv ancient settlement contains about
25.0 per cent cases of skulls deformation (Batieva 2001: 226−228; 48, 49;
Shevchenko and Firshtein 1991: 7−16).
There are few cases of deliberate skull deformation found in the Maeotians materials of the Kuban area originating from the archive of the author
of the present article (necropolis: Starokorsunsky ancient settlement No. 2,
Sporny, Lenin's farmstead, etc.). It can be stated that, only seven deformed
skulls were discovered in the series from the cemetery of the 2nd Starokorsun
hill-fort with population of more than 1,000 people. All the studied materials were excavated from the burial mounds dating back to the second –
fourth centuries AD.
Another region where the custom of deliberate skull deformation was
practiced in the late Sarmatian era is the Crimea and the Northern Black Sea
coast. A comprehensive analysis of the tradition in various cultural populations and peoples of the Crimea is available in the study conducted by
Ivanov (2003). The author argues that in the territory of the Crimea the artificial deformation firstly appeared in the early second – late first centuries BC; it became more commonly practiced in the mid-second century
AD and ‘vestigially’ remained until the turn of the eighteenth−nineteenth
centuries (Ivanov 2003: 86).
Regarding the late Scythian and Chernyakhov series, there are isolated cases of intentional skull deformation, which could be associated with
the Sarmatian-Alan component in the population (Fedorov 1958; Magomedov 2000: 203).
Apparently, the Sarmatian-Alans introduced the practice to Central and
Western Europe. It was adopted by various tribes inhabiting the territory of
such modern states as Hungary, Bulgaria, France, Germany, Austria, etc. (Pap
1983, 1984, 1985; Bereczki and Marcsik 2006; Fothi 2000; Kazanski 2006;
Pany and Wiltschke-Schrotta 2008; Enchevet al. 2010). It should be noted
that some authors believe that the Sarmatian-Alans were the carriers of this
unusual cultural tradition while others believe that those were the Huns (Liptak 1983; Pap 1983, 1984, 1985; Fothi 2000). Besides, the fact that in the
process of active migration of these tribes, the custom of deformation spread
around Central and Western Europe is proved by anthropological materials
from burials dating back to the second century AD. Some written sources
provide data on the presence of artificial deformation in the Huns and their
leader Attila (Latyshev 1949: 287−293). By the fourth−fifth centuries AD the
custom of skull deformation was adopted by some Germanic tribes, such as
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the Gepids, as evidenced by the analysis of the series excavated from the
Hungarian plain. Craniological complex of the deformed skulls is represented
both by the type of northern Caucasians and mixed Caucasian-Mongoloid
mestizos (Dingwall 1931: 16−45; Liptak 1983; Pap 1983, 1984, 1985; Fothi
2000: 89; etc.).
According to many studies, the custom of deliberate skull deformation was brought to Europe in the early centuries of our era by the
Sarmatian-Alan tribes. The Sarmatians themselves had most likely borrowed it from the tribes of Central Asia and Kazakhstan. An even more
ancient cultural center of the custom was discovered in this territory. Its
geography, chronology and typology are studied by T. K. Khojayov
(2006). The author claims that deliberate artificial deformation was carried out from the mid-first centuryBC to the eighteenth–nineteenth centuries AD. At the same time, this custom was massively practiced in the late
Sarmatianperiod and in the early Middle Ages.
The study by S. S. Tur is solely devoted to the problem of origin and
functions of ring strain deformation (Tur 1998). His research is mainly
based on the archeological materials of the Kenkol culture. The same author
provides a list of circular-type skull deformations originating from Western
and Southern Siberia. In those territories the custom was practiced from the
secondto the tenth centuries AD. Anatoly Bagashev describes the traces
of some skull deformations from the late burials of the Sargatian culture
(Bagashev 2000: 31, 43, 45). A separate study conducted by D. I. Razhev is
devoted to the practice of deliberate deformations in the tribes of the Sargatian population (Razhev 2009). The researcher proves that the ratio of
deformed and non-deformed skulls fluctuated during the lifetime in the Late
Sargatian series was at its maximum in the Priishima group reaching 20.8 per
cent; whereas in Priirtyshskiy and in Pritobolskaya groups the percentage was only 15.0 and 11.0 respectively (Ibid.: 150).
According to V. A. Dremov, the overwhelming majority of circularly
deformed skulls in Siberia were found in steppe and forest-steppe regions
(Dremov 1977). In Central Asia, the tradition of deliberate skull deformation was practiced by some of the Xianbei groups. A series of 50 skulls
studied by A. I. Buraev also reveals evident Mongoloid traits in addition
to the traces of deformation (Buraev 2005: 369). Moreover, there is evidence that the custom of artificial deformation was also practiced by a part
of the population of the Tobol River area in the period of the Great Migration of peoples (in the third–fourth centuries AD) (Sleptsova 2016: 57–59).
As can be seen from the above survey of related literature and archival materials of the author of this paper, it is possible to identify stable
centers from which the custom of deliberate head deformation spread
towards the south of Eastern Europe in the late Sarmatian time.
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PROBABLE ORIGINS AND SPREAD OF THE DEFORMATION
PRACTICE IN THE LATE SARMATIAN NOMADIC POPULATION AND THE FUNCTIONAL LOAD OF THE TRADITION
The study of the Late Sarmatian craniological series from various territories shows that in morphological terms the population of this culture was
presented predominantly by the long-headed Caucasians whose appearance was different from the previous inhabitants of the territory, which
makes it possible to explain the origin of the population and culture by
migrations (Ginzburg 1959; Firshtein 1970; Balabanova 2004, 2016; Batieva 2011; Malashev and Yablonsky 2008). The comparison of the cultural and chronological groups of the Sarmatian time (the fouth – the third
centuries BC – the second – the fourth centuries AD) from the territory of
Eurasian steppe allows determining when and where the first migrations
started. Apparently, this process can be dated back to the second–first centuries BC, as evidenced by both archaeological and anthropological material (Skripkin 2000: 25–27; Simonenko 2003: 54–56; 2010: 394; Balabanova
2010: 72; 2016: 29–31). At any rate, the population of that time differed
from its predecessors of the sixth–third centuries BC by a decrease in the
share of brachycephalic (round-/short-/broad-headed) Caucasians as a result
of migration of dolichocephalic (with oval-/long-/narrow-shaped heads)
Caucasians (Balabanova 2010: 72, 75). During the Middle Sarmatian period, between the late first and early second century AD, the subsequent migration waves led to the fact that the proportion of long-headed Caucasians
increased while the population acquired more distinctive mesomorphic features. In the late Sarmatianphase, between the second half of the second and
fourth centuries AD, the long-headed type becomes predominant everywhere (among the nomadic population of the Southern Urals, the Lower
Volga and the Lower Don regions). We could also observe that the
change in the morphological appearance of the nomadic population of this
period is accompanied by sex-age disproportions. Firstly, there is a significant predominance of men over women and an almost total absence of
children from under the burial mounds; besides there are numerous cases
of artificial deliberate head deformation (Balabanova 2009; Batieva 2011;
Malashev and Yablonsky 2008).
We suppose that the adoption of this cultural tradition by the Sarmatians took place in the following order.Unlike the parallel Sargatian culture,
there was no gradual introduction of the custom into the late Sarmatian
practices as it was proved by a thorough analysis of craniological material
with traces of deformation (Razhev 2009: 153–160). The total archeological
material of the Middle and Late Sarmatian phases includes about
800 skulls, which allows us to make this assumption. So far only five deformed skulls have been discovered (four females and one male) dating
back to the late first – early second centuries AD. That is, they belong
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to an earlier period than the majority of the Late Sarmatian skulls dating
back to the late second – fourth centuries AD. At the same time, all these
complexes combine elements of the funeral rites of the Middle and Late
Sarmatian cultures. In two burials pits (No 2 from the burial site
of Maksyutovo II, and No 34 from the burial site of Kalinovka), the skeletons were placed diagonally, which is a vivid sign of the Middle Sarmatian culture and was also observed at an early stage of the Later Sarmatian
culture. Another male skull, possibly located diagonally, was excavated
from a robbed square burial pit 29 of Kuzin burial site (?). Firshtein determined the Mongoloid admixture and the frontal type of deformation on
the skull from the burial site of Maxyutovo (Firshtein 1970: 81); Ginzbug
diagnosed the ring type deformation on the skull from mound 34 of the
burial site of Kalinovka. The author of this paper discovered frontaloccipital type of deformation on the skulls from the mound 11 of the
Staritsa burial site and mound 29 of the Kuzin site. There is another male
skull with possible frontal deformation in the burial 2 of the mound 8 of
Staritsa burial site. It was excavated from the burial with indistinct cultural
attributes. Convexity index of the frontal bone which lies within the limits
of small values as well as vertical angulation of 75 degrees of the slope of
the forehead from nasal point – all this indicates deliberate artificial skull
deformation. One burial from the mound 11 of Staritsa burial site can be
attributed to elite burials as it contains gold jewelry such as necklaces, sewing plaques, etc. It is interesting that both Staritsa burials were constructed
according to a non-standard funeral rite. The bone remains of the woman
from the burial 11 lay on the back with slightly bent legs, the bones
of which later fell to the right. Meanwhile, the bone remains of the man
from burial 2 of mound 8 are ‘buried on his back as if in a sitting position’
on his knees (Shilov 1960; 1961). The above listed burials due to a combination of both Middle and Late Sarmatian features are difficult to be attributed to one certain culture. That is why, some archaeologists refer them
to the Middle Sarmatian, others to the late Sarmatian periods. To make
a conclusion, there is not yet sufficient reason to assert that the custom
of skull deformation entered the Sarmatian culture earlier than the secondcentury AD.
The ratio of deformed and non-deformed skulls in the early chronological group of the late Sarmatians (the late 2nd – early 3rd century AD)
on average is not much higher than that of the late chronological group
(the late 3rd – early 4th century AD) and equals 74.0 per cent and 60.0 per
cent, respectively. If we consider this problem on the basis of the materials of individual cemeteries, the smallest ratio of deformations is encountered in the series from the burial site Abganerovo II (over 33.0 per cent)
and KuptsinTolga (about 50.0 per cent) belonging to the late stage of the
Sarmatian culture (the late third – early fourth century AD). According

Balabanova / Reconsidering the Issue of Eastern Migrations

197

to these data, it can be assumed that the cultural innovation of deliberate
skull deformation in the Lower Volga steppes was not adopted gradually,
but immediately in parallel with the mass arrival of migrant groups. This
gives grounds to believe that all the late Sarmatian cultural features, including the custom of deliberate head deformation, were formed in some
other territory which is now difficult to determine.
HYPOTHESIS ON THE POSSIBLE FUNCTIONAL LOAD OF
THE ‘ARTIFICIAL-DEFORMED HEAD’ AMONG THE LATE
SARMATIAN NOMADS
The adoption of the custom of deliberate skull deformation by the Late
Sarmatian population also has a functional load.
To understand the significance of this custom for the population under study let us briefly review the concepts suggested by the ethnologists
who considered artificial skull mutilations along with other ‘bodily injuries,’ the latter term was introduced by E. Leach (2001: 75).
So, for example, Ratzel who paid much attention to artificial deformations considers somatic modifications as a means of non-verbal communication, attributing them to the same level as hairstyles and ornaments. Nevertheless, he recognizes their multifunctional character (Ratzel 1902: 101).
Van Gennep addressed the problem of somatic mutilations in his
classic work The Rites of Passage. He draws attention to the fact that somatic modifications cannot be viewed and studied in isolation from each
other singling them out as independent cultural phenomena. In addition,
the researcher clearly defines somatic modifications as ‘indicators of collective attribution’, thereby indicating the social nature of this phenomenon. In addition, Gennep believes that ‘adoption of neighboring tribes'
rites may occur only if this previously unknown mutilation can serve
as a clear separation of the tribe from neighboring groups. Self-harm
is a means of ultimate differentiation’ (Gennep 1999: 72).
German ethnographer G. Schurz, despite some contradictory judgments, refers to artificial ‘mutilation’ as ‘bodily signs’ denoting belonging
to a particular tribe. He tries to explain the origins of this phenomenon
by the ‘whim of fashion,’ ‘some herd instinct’ inherent only to underdeveloped peoples or to some of the lowest layers of modern society
(Schurz 1923: 442).
The well-known British cultural anthropologist E. Leach devoted
a special place to the problem of ‘bodily injuries’ in his major work.
Similar to van Gennep, Leach examines somatic modifications in the context of the rites of transition and gives two basic interpretations. First,
somatic mutilations are a means of purification, since most of them involve a removal of a part of the body boundary (foreskin, clitoris, hair,
teeth, etc.). The second option suggests that somatic mutilations are
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a marker of the carrier's changing social status. In a more detailed form
than Tylor and Ratzel, Leach studies the topic of partial sacrifice and nonverbal (sign) communication. However, he introduced new elements considering somatic mutilations as binary oppositions. In this context, in our
opinion, the most interesting is his interpretation of bodily injuries
as markers for changing the social status of the bearer (Leach 2001: 75).
Russian anthropologist Marina Butovskaya studies non-verbal communication and considers somatic modifications as ‘a component of aesthetic
stereotypes.’ In general terms, the artificial mutilations to the body are rarely
considered as a part of non-verbal communication, despite the fact that a lot
of scientific and popular scientific works are devoted to the body language.
What is important is that in her study Butovskaya notes that ‘a particularly shaped body serves to distinguish between friend-or-foe tribesmen’
(Butovskaya 2004: 376). The deformation of the head is a lifelong sign
which could have been used to identify friends and foes.
Undoubtedly, the practice of deliberate deformation demonstrates
a choice to visually distinguish the owner of the somatic mutilation from
strangers and to identify oneself with his or her group (Soto-Heim 2004;
Gerszten 1993; Hoshower et al. 1995; Torres-Rouff 2002). In this case,
the difference between the carrier of the modification and the ‘foes’ becomes visible.
To summarize written and ethnographic sources, as well as paleoanthropological material found in the burials of various archaeological cultures, we can stress that the specific shape of head was obviously a desirable attribute to stand out in some nationalities, estates and social groups.
While analyzing numerous sources, the researcher I. A. Grinko identified and interpreted the main functions of somatic mutilations as follows:
• marking function designates age, gender, social or ethnic background of the carrier;
• ritual-socializing function;
• aesthetic function;
• apotric function of sacral protection (Grinko 2006: 13).
There are numerous examples of traditional cultures that postulate the
idea of somatic mutilations being indispensable attributes for a closed
community (ethnic, sex-age, caste-group, etc.). Apparently, societies that
initially began to practice deliberate head deformations, view the child's
body as an object of material culture which in its essence opens opportunities for body design and creation. In order to deliberately form the head
in a particular shape, it was necessary to conduct a continuous set of actions
at some time interval. Manipulations carried out on the child's head, eventually lead to the desired form of skull in adulthood. To carry out this complex mutilation, it was necessary to have an idea in advance what form
of head was needed, how long it would take to manipulate, what kind of
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force was to apply, and what technical methods were to be used. Moreover,
we can assume that the head was perceived as ‘unfinished’ requiring cultural change and manipulation in the Sarmatian society. This idea is not
new if it is considered from the perspective of plastic surgery. Formed
in a special way, head becomes standard and properly adjusted to social
and cultural requirements.
In order to summarize all of the above reflections, one should recognize that head deformation was used as a marker of social difference
in status at least for the early period of history. Some scientists believe
that deliberate skull deformation is a result not only of the structural complication of the society, but also a component of the social distinction
(status and/or belonging to an ethnic group), that is an indicator of a group
membership (Dingwall 1931; Garrett 1988: 17; Gerszten 1993; Molleson
and Campbell 1995: 50, 52; Boada Rivas 1995: 144; Ortner 2003; Munizaga 1987, 1992; Torres-Rouff 2002, 2003; Lorentz 2003; Schijman
2005; Ayer et al. 2010). In this respect, the conversation between a Maya
and an early Spanish missionary who asked about the meaning of the custom looks interesting. According to the respondent, the newly born child
has a very flexible head which can be easily shaped according to the pattern
that reproduces the head of god; thereby the child is connected to god and
gets the status of noble, beautiful and better-adapted person to bear the burden of life. According to the opinion of some researchers, based on the
analysis of artifacts, the deformation of the head in the Maya culture was
carried out in order to obtain resemblance with the head of a jaguar, a sacred animal and a symbol of strength and power; the Mayas also deformed
the head to resemble the head of the god Maes, a symbol of fertility (cited
in Romero-Vargas et al. 2010).
Along with this, it can be assumed that artificial deformations fulfilled
purely individual goals, such as personal aesthetics, but not beyond the
framework of social and cultural canons of ideal form (Argenta et al. 1996;
Lorentz 2003). The deformed head as a canon of beauty was recognized
in the Songish population of British Columbia; non-deformed head was
considered ugly. In Arawe area of Melanesia local tribes viewed an elongated head obtained through lifelong deformation as more attractive to the
sexual partner (Blackwood and Danby 1955; Cheverud et al. 1992; etc.).
Possible motivations of the custom of artificial head deformation
among different peoples are given in the works of Russian and foreign
scientists. There are also evidences about cultures in which the cranial
modification was applied either to women or to men, for example in the
American Choctaw, Kedo and Chinook peoples; or to individual estate
groups, mainly to the aristocracy (Hippocrates 1994: 279–306: Ratzel
1903: 313, 503, 637; Ozbek 1974: 470; Meiklejohn et al. 1992: 89; Mu-
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nizaga 1987; 1992; Hoshower et al. 1995; Loginov 1998: 279, 629;
O'Loughlin 2004; Torres-Rouff 2002, 2003; Ayer et al. 2010).
In anthropology, cases of cranial mutilations were very often studied
and interpreted as ethnic markers, for instance, in South American peoples,
medieval and new sources for Khorezm and Turkmenia (Yaqut al-Hamawi
1939: 483; Makdisi 1939: 286; Al-Biruni 1987; Ratzel 1903: 184; Dunaevskaya 1963: 47; Dingwall 1931; Hoshower et al. 1995: 145; etc.).
Any individual who wanted to assert his status or simply confirm his
or her right to live in a particular society needed to have some somatic
modifications. Since the head was deformed in infancy, the adult person
did not make the choice, which had been made by the parents and, in the
first place, by the mother.
As part of the solution of the problem of motivation for skull deformations among the late Sarmatian nomads, one should remember that the
prevailing part of them (≈ 100.0 per cent in the Urals (burial sites
of Pokrovka 10, Solyonyy Dol), ≈ 70.0 per cent in the Lower Volga region and ≈ 55.0 per cent in the Lower Don territory) deformed the head.
Such a massive practice of deformation involuntarily makes us wonder
about the function of the custom and whether the deforming device affected
human health. A. A. Zaichenko believes that such a custom ‘performed
the function of consciously ideologically motivated mutual assimilation
of people of different ethnicities in order to create a single community or
a union of tribes’ (Zaichenko 2009: 118). A very similar concept for the
Sargatian society was proposed by D. I. Razhev who claimed that an elongated deformed head ‘was a marker of belonging to powerful political entities’ (Razhev 2009: 164). At the same time, among many peoples including
the Sarmatians, the custom of deformation was introduced gradually, firstly,
into the elite strata, and then after the decision was made ‘politically’, was
transformed into common practice (Ibid.: 160).
Thus, both these researchers interpret the custom of skull deformation from the standpoint of political expediency. That is, deformation
is regarded as a way to manage people. We could have agreed with all these
assumptions but for the following facts.
In contradiction to the outdated proofs provided by Firshtein about
the introduction of the custom into the Sarmatian environment in the period from the first century BC − first century AD, Zaichenko indicates that
the ratio of artificially deformed skulls at that time was only 35.7 per cent.
The increase in the late Sarmatian period up to 90.0 percent, in his opinion, is evidence of the creation of a union of tribes or a single society by
the Sarmatians (Zaichenko 2009: 117).
The analysis of mass anthropological material, including the series
from the Trans-Volga region, which formed the basis for the study by
Firshtein, shows that there is not a single deformed skull in the period from

Balabanova / Reconsidering the Issue of Eastern Migrations

201

the second to the first centuries BC, that is, among the Early Sarmatians.
Firshtein reexamined the early group in terms of cultural definitions and
chronology. As a result, only a few skulls remained on the list of the burials
belonging to the Middle Sarmatian time, including the material found by
Ginzburg at the Kalinovka burial site. The rest was reinterpreted as the late
Sarmatian culture. This was done because in archaeological sense the burial
complexes are not explicit, they can also be referred to the late Sarmatian
time, as mentioned above (Ginzburg 1959; Firshtein 1970).
On this basis we can conclude that the late Sarmatians did not introduce the custom gradually, and they had come to the Lower Volga already practicing this tradition. After their arrival in the newly-found
homeland which was the territory of the Southern Urals, the Lower Volga
and the Lower Don regions, the late Sarmatian tribes partly assimilated
the Middle Sarmatian customs, extended their cultural influence and partially borrowed the Middle Sarmatian traditional elements. For example,
this can be evidenced by the combination of such Middle Sarmatian features as the diagonal position of the dead in the burial pit with the Late
Sarmatian custom of artificial skull deformation. Since it is assumed that
the late Sarmatian cultural complex was introduced mainly by men, then
apparently, the middle Sarmatian traditions were carried by women whom
they married. The ‘custom of deformation’ was most likely spread among
the female part of population, because they had to take care of babies,
imposed a deforming device, monitored the deformation process, etc.
Besides, few female representatives of the same culture as the migrated
male group also continued the deformation custom. According to ethnologists, the key innovations are frequently introduced into and spread in the
society through the institution of marriage (Arutyunov 1985; Baiburin
1990: 26, 36). All the above allows us to recognize the prestigious and
symbolic function of the custom of deliberate head deformation. Nevertheless, it should be noted that deformation labeled not a union of tribes, but
a society of highly militarized people. This is evidenced by the features
of studied anthropological material. The Late Sarmatian population from
the above mentioned burial mounds does not fit the definition of paleopopulation, primarily because of sex disharmony, age imbalance and high
incidents of injuries to skeletons (Balabanova 2009; Balabanova and
Pererva 2007; Batieva 2003; Malashev and Yablonsky 2008; etc.).
CONCLUSION
Summarizing the above presented data, it can be assumed that the artificially deformed head among the late Sarmatian nomads, on the one hand, was
a permanent symbol of an intragroup solidarity, and on the other, reflected
the intergroup cultural difference. Performing the function of a cultural
marker, this custom simultaneously ensured a very important regulatory
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function for any society, clearly indicating the members' social or ethnic
affiliation, helping to avoid mistakes in the communication process.
Speaking about the motivation of the practice of artificial head deformation among the Sarmatian nomads of the first centuries of our era, one
can hardly deny such at first glance, rather abstract functions as fashion and
aesthetics signs. Apparently, the Sarmatians considered beautiful what was
fashionable. Just at this period the artificial deformation of the head becomes a mass cultural phenomenon not only among the peoples of Central
Asia and Kazakhstan, but also in Europe. Numerous ethnographic sources
describe how jewelry and mutilations to the body were inextricably intertwined with the concepts of beauty and aesthetics (Riefenstahl 1976: 219;
Faris 1988: 31; Levin 1947: 184; Dunaevskaya 1963: 47, 48; etc.). The
Alano-Sarmatian groups who participated in many military activities already before the arrival of the Hunnish hordes, most likely brought the custom of head deformation to Europe. This is evidenced by the fact that those
‘Sarmatians’ who inhabited the territory of modern Bulgaria, Hungary, and
Romania also practiced the custom of deformation.
To conclude, the analysis of various aspects of deliberate head deformation among the ancient peoples of the Lower Volga region allows
us to suppose similar behavioral, social and cultural motives prevailing
in other regions and cultures practicing it.
NOTES
* The article is written within the framework of the State task of the Ministry
of education of the Russian Federation, project no. 33.2830.2017/PCH ‘The South
of Russia in the Early Iron Age: Dialogue of Cultures East – West.’
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