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CLUES TO CULTURAL CONNECTIONS BETWEEN XINJIANG AND CENTRAL ASIA BEFORE THE LATE BRONZE AGE
[bookmark: _GoBack]The term Central Asia in this paper is used in a narrow sense, referring to the territories of present-day Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and northern Afghanistan. The prehistoric cultural connections between Xinjiang and Central Asia have long been a focus of attention for both Chinese and Central Asian scholarship. However, concrete evidence of contacts between the two regions before the Late Bronze Age has been very limited. In recent years, with the advancement of archaeological work, several new clues have emerged that allow us to explore the cultural interactions between Xinjiang and Central Asia prior to the Late Bronze Age.

1. Connections during the Chalcolithic: The Spread of the Afanasievo Culture
So far, only sporadic Neolithic sites have been discovered in Xinjiang; therefore, the cultural features of the Neolithic in Xinjiang remain unclear. In recent years, archaeological excavations carried out in conjunction with infrastructure construction have uncovered a number of Chalcolithic cemeteries around the Junggar Basin in northern Xinjiang. These include the Aitokan No. 1 cemetery in Habahe County, Altay; the Songshugou cemetery in Tacheng and Buxel counties; the Naren Su cemetery in Toli County, Tacheng; the Huoji’erte cemetery in Emin County, Tacheng; and the Breeding Farm cemetery in Nileke County, Ili Prefecture. According to radiocarbon dating, these cemeteries date to 3000–2500 BCE, filling the archaeological gap of the Chalcolithic period in Xinjiang.
The cultural features of these burials include circular stone mounds on the ground surface above the graves; three main burial structures—vertical pit graves, slightly side-chambered or niche graves, and vertical pit stone-cist graves. The deceased were buried in a contracted supine position, accompanied by oval pointed-bottom or round-bottom pottery. Red ochre powder was found in most of the cemeteries.
The burial customs and grave goods strongly reflect close connections with the Afanasievo culture of the middle reaches of the Yenisei River and the Altai Mountains, while also showing distinctive local characteristics. The burial practices and artifacts from M21 and M22 at Aitokan are very similar to those of the Afanasievo culture. However, the placement of standing stone circles beneath the mounds, with stone-cist pits inside the circles, is a unique tradition of the Chemurchek culture in this region. Researchers believe that M21 and M22 reflect the contact and integration between late Afanasievo populations and early Chemurchek communities (Naga Terbayir, 2023, p. 93).The slightly side-chambered or niche-like structures are very similar to those of the niche-grave culture of the East European Plain, yet they have never appeared in Afanasievo burials in southern Siberia or eastern Kazakhstan. Overall, these discoveries reflect the expansion of the Afanasievo culture from southern Siberia into northern Xinjiang. The spread of the Afanasievo culture may have promoted the earliest transmission of metallurgy, pastoral economies, and the cultivation of barley and wheat into Xinjiang, which subsequently spread further into northwestern China (Li Shuicheng,2018, p. 120).
In recent years, an important ritual site—the Zhukov site—was discovered in the Zarafshan Valley of Central Asia, reflecting the spread of the Afanasievo culture into this region. According to the research of N.A. Avanesova (Аванесова, 2012, с. 8-27), the Zhukov site is a ritual complex associated with early nomadic groups. Its nature is different from that of ordinary settlements or cemeteries; instead, it was a communal sacred place used over a long period of time. At the core of the site is a stone circle about five meters in diameter, with a stele erected at its center. Surrounding it are hearths, animal bones, and large quantities of pottery sherds, stone tools, bone artifacts, and metal objects, all showing clear traces of ritual activities, including fire rituals, animal sacrifices, ritual destruction of objects, and the use of ochre. The pottery unearthed has the greatest cultural significance. Most of it follows Afanasievo traditions, with vessel shapes and decorations closely resembling materials from the Yenisei and Altai regions. At the same time, it also contains typical elements of the Pit-Grave (Yamnaya) culture (such as red ochre, stelae, and specific pottery styles), black polished pottery of the Sarazm culture, and individual decorative features of the Kelteminar culture. All of this indicates that the site was a “multi-cultural complex.”
The Zhukov site is so far the southernmost Yamnaya–Afanasievo-type heritage known. It represents the diffusion of southern Siberian nomadic elements into Central Asia, while at the same time deeply integrating with local agricultural and Neolithic traditions. It demonstrates the key role of the Zarafshan Valley, a resource-rich region, in the early interactions between the Eurasian steppe and Central Asian civilizations.
From the Afanasievo cultural remains discovered in northern Xinjiang and the Zarafshan Valley of Central Asia, it appears that Afanasievo groups, in the course of their southward spread, integrated with local populations. In terms of dispersal routes, Afanasievo groups from the middle reaches of the Yenisei River and the Altai Mountains most likely first migrated into the Junggar Basin in northern Xinjiang, and subsequently moved southward into the Zarafshan Valley of Central Asia.
Moreover, at the ritual level, the Zhukov site in the Zarafshan Valley shows a high degree of spiritual commonality with the Xiaohe cultural sites in Xinjiang (the Xiaohe cemetery, Gumugou cemetery, and Beifang cemetery), as well as with several Chalcolithic ritual sites in western Siberia (such as the Savin 1 site, the Slobodchiki 1 site, and the Velizhany 2 site) (Потемкина, 2014, pp. 50-70).
They all emphasized defining sacred space through circular or enclosed layouts, often with standing stones or wooden posts erected at the center to establish a “connection” between humans and the supernatural world. Hearths and burning activities, the use of ochre, animal sacrifices, and the ritual destruction of artifacts were commonly present at these sites. These elements reflect fire worship, concepts of renewal and purification, and an understanding of the cycle of life. At the same time, the notions of sun worship and cosmology were also widespread: pottery fragments and artifacts with radial or concentric circle motifs unearthed at the Zhukov site; the “sun tomb” at Gumugou; the astronomical orientations highlighted in the layouts of ritual sites in western Siberia; and certain pottery decorations symbolizing cosmic models.
At the Zhukov site, the combination of stone circles, standing stones, hearths, and accumulations of animal bones; at the Xiaohe and Beifang cemeteries, the numerous standing posts—including paddle-shaped stelae, polygonal posts, and towering “sky pillars,” as well as post-circles surrounding mud-shell wooden coffins—together with traces of fire use and the large-scale sacrifice of cattle heads; and at the ring-shaped ritual sites of western Siberia, hearths, ochre, and animal bones—all reveal the same ritual logic.
This cross-regional similarity indicates that from the Chalcolithic to the Early Bronze Age, across the Eurasian steppe and the Central Asian frontier, there existed a shared system of ritual concepts. At its spiritual core, this system emphasized the definition of sacred space, communication with the supernatural through fire, the sun, and animal sacrifice, and the maintenance of cosmic order through ritual destruction and symbols of regeneration.

2. Subtle Connections between the Xiaohe Culture and the Bronze Age Cultures of Central Asia
The Xiaohe culture represents the earliest known archaeological remains so far discovered in the Tarim Basin of Xinjiang, dating to 2000–1500 BCE. The latest genetic research suggests that the Xiaohe population belonged to an independent gene pool that can be traced back to the early Holocene; they were direct descendants of the Ancient North Eurasian (ANE) mixed populations that had once been widely distributed. Although genetically isolated, the Xiaohe population maintained frequent and extensive exchanges of material culture and technology with surrounding regions (Fan Zhang et al., 2021, pp. 256-261).
As early as the 1990s, some scholars had emphasized the relationship between the Xiaohe culture and the oasis civilizations of Central Asia, particularly the Bactria–Margiana Archaeological Complex (BMAC). They pointed out that the turquoise, lapis lazuli, agate, and other ornaments unearthed from Xiaohe and other cemeteries in the Tarim Basin were closely related to BMAC material culture, possibly reflecting migration or cultural diffusion (Kwang-tzuu Chen et al., 1995, p. 287). Current ancient DNA studies, however, do not support the idea that the Xiaohe population were immigrants from the BMAC. From an archaeological perspective, too, there was no large-scale demographic or cultural interaction between the southern Central Asian oases and the Tarim Basin during the Bronze Age, as the Pamir Plateau formed a significant barrier between the two regions. The connections that can be observed on both sides so far are limited to a small number of weak cultural elements.
Han Jianye has pointed out that the anthropomorphic stone sculptures unearthed in the Xiaohe culture derive from the clay figurines of the Namazga culture in southern Central Asia, especially those from Namazga V–VI (ca. 2500–1700 BCE). These figurines often feature exaggerated eyes, abstractly rendered faces, and symbolic modeling—all of which find corresponding traits in the Xiaohe stone sculptures. He argues that this phenomenon reflects the deep cultural influence of Central Asian oasis civilizations on the populations of the Tarim Desert (Han Jianye, 2015a).
In addition, there is another noteworthy phenomenon. While female figurines dominate in the Namazga culture, some male figurines also exist, and there are differences in clothing between the two types. Female figurines usually display several incised lines below the waist forming a broad belt, with a triangular extension at the front decorated with dots to indicate the reproductive organs. Male figurines, by contrast, show a naked body, with only a clay strip affixed below the waist representing clothing, immediately adjacent to the male genitalia. The gender-specific clothing represented on these clay figurines is strikingly similar to the waist-garments worn by the Xiaohe people in burial. The residents of the Xiaohe culture were buried naked except for a waist-garment, over which they were wrapped in cloaks. Female waist-garments were broader with denser fringes, while male ones more closely resembled belts. This similarity in ritual clothing seems to reveal a cultural connection between the Xiaohe culture and the inhabitants of the Namazga culture in terms of ceremonial attire.
Han Jianye has further pointed out that a type of “pointed-crown” symbol, which suddenly appeared in northwestern China during the mid-third millennium BCE, very likely originated from similar symbols on the clay figurines of the Namazga V period. These symbols were usually incised on the front shoulders of the figurines and on the lower part of the back at the waist. This may indicate that cultural exchanges existed between China and Central Asia at the end of the third millennium BCE (Han Jianye, 2015b, pp. 142-146 ).

3. The Spread of Handled Stone Weights
Handled stone weights are among the most concrete evidence of cultural connections between Xinjiang and Central Asia prior to the Late Bronze Age. According to scholarly research, such weights first appeared at sites of the Late Neolithic and Chalcolithic in southern Turkmenistan around the fifth millennium BCE. They developed independently in Central Asia as a kind of measuring instrument. During the fourth millennium BCE, these objects spread—through the cultural interactions of southern Turkmenistan with neighboring regions—to the Sialk site, the Hissar site in northern Iran, the Sarazm site in Tajikistan, and the Mundigak site in southern Afghanistan. In the second half of the third millennium BCE, finely crafted, round, purse-shaped stone weights appeared, which are regarded as representative artifacts of the Bactria–Margiana Archaeological Complex (BMAC). These objects had already taken on a primarily ritual function. With the expansion of the BMAC, handled stone weights spread further into southern Tajikistan.
Interestingly, a few examples of shaft-handled stone weights have also been sporadically discovered in the Ferghana Basin, Tashkent, and the Semirechye region. Scholars believe that their spread into these steppe areas indicates socio-economic and cultural contacts and interactions between the settled agricultural societies of southern Central Asia and the pastoral groups of the Eurasian steppe (Gian Luca Bonora, 2022, pp. 51-87). However, the exact nature of these connections remains unclear. It is not certain whether the northern pastoralists were imitating and venerating the artifacts of the southern settled agricultural communities, or whether it was the southern agricultural peoples themselves who carried such objects northward in the course of expansion and in their search for metals and other resources.
Interestingly, in recent years, four such handled stone weights have also been discovered in western Xinjiang, in the Bortala Mongol Autonomous Prefecture, mainly through surface collection and museum acquisitions. This area represents the easternmost region to which handled stone weights have so far spread. This discovery is of great importance, as it suggests that by the late third millennium BCE, or slightly later, pastoral groups in western Xinjiang had already established connections with the settled agricultural communities of southern Central Asia. Furthermore, the discovery of silk in second-millennium BCE burials at the Sapallitepa site north of the Amu Darya River provides additional confirmation of the existence of east–west contacts. The route of such interactions undoubtedly passed through the Ferghana Basin and the Semirechye region.

LITERATURE:
1. Naga Terbayir. The Exchange and Integration of Archaeological Cultures from the Chalcolithic to the Early Bronze Age in Northern Xinjiang (新疆北部铜石并用至青铜时代早期考古学文化的交流与融合)// Studies on the Chinese National Community. 2023. № 6. P. 93.
2. Li Shuicheng. On the Afanasievo Culture in Light of the Discovery of the Aitokan No. 1 Cemetery in Xinjiang (从新疆阿依托汗一号墓地的发现谈阿凡纳谢沃文化)// Xinjiang Cultural Relics. 2018. № 1–2. P. 120.
3. Han Jianye. The Anthropomorphic Statues from the Gumugou Cemetery in Xinjiang Originated from Central Asia (新疆古墓沟墓地人形雕像源于中亚) // Archaeology of the Three Dynasties (Vol. 6). Beijing: Science Press, 2015a.
4. Han Jianye. Pointed-Crown Symbols in China and Central Asia from the 3rd to the 1st Millennium BCE (公元前3至前1千纪中国和中亚地区的尖顶冠形符号) // The Western Regions Studies. 2015b. № 4. Pp. 142–146.
5. Zhang F., et al. The genomic origins of the Bronze Age Tarim Basin mummies // Nature. 2021. Vol. 599. Pp. 256–261.
6. Chen K.-t., Hiebert F. T. The Late Prehistory of Xinjiang in Relation to Its Neighbors // Journal of World Prehistory. 1995. Vol. 9, № 2. P. 287.
7. Bonora G. L. Lock-shaped Stone Handbags (pierres ansées) from Central Asia: Typology, Distribution, and New Findings // Cultures in Contact. Central Asia as Focus of Trade, Cultural Exchange and Knowledge Transmission / Edited by C. Baumer, M. Novák, S. Rutishauser. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2022. Pp. 51–87.
8. Аванесова Н. А. Святилище ранних номадов Зеравшана // Афанасьевский сборник 2 / Отв. ред. Н. Ф. Степанова. Барнаул: Азбука, 2012. С. 8–27.
9. Потемкина Т. М. Святилища энеолита и бронзового века Западной Сибири, как источник астрономических знаний и космологических представлений в древности // Archaeoastronomy and Ancient Technologies. 2014. № 2 (1). С. 50–70.
