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Abstract. This paper reconsiders the archaeological picture and the involved
historical narratives proposed by important seasons of excavations at the, second-
millennium BC site of Kent (Kazakhstan). Thanks to these intensive efforts the site is and
will remain crucial for the reconstruction of the evolution of social complexity in Central Asia
and the neighbouring civilizations; however, we question the validity of some assumptions
and interpretations concerning the urban character of the discoveries.-Finally, the paper
proposes some new hypotheses which might be tested by future fieldwork.
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Anyone wishing to investigate socio-cultural interactions in prehistoric
Central Asia will soon be able to refer to one of the many papers on this
wide topic written by Viktor V. Varfolomeev. l.am honoured to be able to
contribute to this volume with a paper. that.focuses on the definition and
characterisation of the urban centres in the central Eurasian steppes, mainly
in Central Kazakhstan, as an intensification of prehistoric socio-cultural
processes across Eurasia. This is a view which Viktor himself advocated; he
insisted that interactions are critical to ongoing local change and evolution.
He passed this on to me, when, as a Director of the Italian Archaeological
Expedition to Kazakhstan, I'had the great opportunity of visiting and joining
the excavations of Kent, Aksu-ayuli, Akkesen and other sites. His precise
and rational teachings accompanied me throughout the writing of some
papers dedicatedto the trajectories of evolution and development of the
complex'societies across Bronze Age Eurasia. | am deeply grateful to Viktor.

The ‘socio=anthropological and architectural study that invests the
definition and characterisation of the urban centres in the central Eurasian
steppes, mainly in Central Kazakhstan, is today of crucial importance
firstly because several excavations and surveys of this region of Central
Kazakhstan have been carried out up to now, which however, have attracted
little” scholarly attention thus far, are almost unknown to international
scholars and then, in hindsight, makes this area as a terra incognita from
an archaeological and historical point of view, particularly for international
researchers, as already stated. Secondly, some sites (Kent, Akkesen and
Semiyarka), having very specific and peculiar features, have been identified
and excavated in recent years. These discoveries allowed to present them
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as unique sites in the Bronze Age of Kazakhstan, as theywere described as
actual steppe cities of the 2nd millennium BC characterised by architectural,
cultural and anthropic features typical of an urban center [Varfolomeev 2003;
Varfolomeeyv et al. 2017].

Urbanism, as pointed out by many scholars, is an exceedingly prickly
concept to define [Childe 1950: 3; Marcus and Sabloff 2008: 12], and there
is still no generally accepted cross-cultural or interdisciplinary definition
for it [Cowgill 2004: 525; Trigger 2003; 2008: 53]. Definitions of “cities”
and urban sites have been based upon various attributes, descriptions
and criteria. Some of them clearly state social differentiation, multiple and
centralised functions or institutions, political and economic hegemony-over
a surrounding farming area, and urban/rural binary dualism. They also
have spatial connotations with cities as central places surrounded by their
productive hinterland. The multiple functions of a city. are emphasised by
some authors [Mumford 1961], while others point out that.the great variety
of urban forms makes a morphological description.of a city problematic,
and so they characterised cities rather as “clusters of institutions” [Wheatley
1972]. Morphological definitions of urban sites.have'made much of site size
and diversity of building types [Kostof 1991]. Others have included axial
planning, organisation of spaces.into grids or city blocks and a high density
of structures, as urban attributes. Features that have been considered
important urban characteristics includea citadel, a core of monumental
religious and administrative buildings, public open spaces such as city
squares or fora, marketplaces;.city walls and monumental gateways [Wright
1977; 1984; 2006]. Notwithstanding, Oates et al. suggested that: “Recent
work seems to accept urbanismas a more fuzzy concept, characterised by
a cluster of variables that are best considered along axes of degree rather
than simple presence or absence” [Oates et al. 2007: 598].

Now we analyse some markers chosen to identify the urban character
of the sites. Spegifically, the site of Kent is the subject on which our analysis
focuses”and on which we will try to understand which urban attributes it
possesses and to what extent.

The first marker relates to the area occupied by an urban site, which
is more than 15 hectares, according to scholars who deal with urbanism in
steppe protohistory. Kent was less than 30 hectares in extension and it was
the largest by far in the whole region. In other words, Kent is much larger
than all the other sites in the Karkaralinsk as well as Saryarka region. This is
a very important urban feature, which has been overlooked: site size, being
far larger than surrounding, contemporary sites.
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The second marker concerns the density of population inhabiting an
urban site at the same time. It is important to quantify the total number
of inhabitants in a space in order to determine its urban character — ca.
5.000 inhabitants according to scholars who deal with urbanism in steppe
protohistory -, as well as the relationship between the number of individuals
and square meters occupied, or the population density. Moreover, the
density should be far higher than surrounding, contemporary sites. Based
on an approximate calculation of the identified and excavated residential
structures, the number of inhabitants in Kent is estimated between 2500
and 3000 over an area of less than 30 hectares. The urban /character
appears in this case weak and unclear; however, the number of unidentified
and unexcavated dwellings could change this assessment in the future.
Moreover, the results of the excavations of the site of Akkesen, carried out
in the latest years by V.V. Varfolomeeyv, could change our'point of view.Kent
bears a striking similarity with the ca. 40 ha settlement of Semiyarka located
along the Irtysh river valley in the Semipalatinsk-region. Excavated by V.K.
Merts [Merts 2006], who brought to light a compact group of several dozen
square, rectangular and round pit-houses, and a large rectangular fence.
Furthermore, a comparison may be made between the sites of Kent and
Semiyarka and the Chalcolithic_gigantic\sites (or mega sites) in Ukraine
and northern Moldova, in the forest-steppe region between the Bug and
Middle Dniester rivers, such as Tal'yanki, Dobrovody, Kosenovka, Veselyi
Kut, Miropol’e, and Majdanetzkoe. In these latter sites there is no indication
of urban markers such as evidence of specialisation and internal social
differentiation, population density as well as the presence of administrative
devices and bureaucratic activities and thus most scholars have eschewed
the term “cities” and.have referred to these incredibly large nucleated
settlements as “giant sites” or “gigantic settlements” [Kohl 2007].

Accordingtoscholars whodeal withurbanismin steppe protohistory,the
third evidencerof.urban character is identified in the presence of agricultural
production. and-activities in the villages located around the main site. In
our. opinion, this is not an important marker highlighting the urban nature
of the site. Rather much more crucial is the demonstration that an urban
center/'served as a hub or nexus: a true city should act as a node or meeting
place for mercantile transactions (marketplace) and communications
and connections with other sites/cultures/groups [Renfrew 2008]. The
relationship between the rural area around Kent and the main site has not
been thoroughly analysed.

The fourth marker is identified in the presence of workshops,
artisanship structures and other evidence (metallurgical furnaces, foundry
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waste, tools and scraps of bone manufacturing and working) located in
a separate quarter within the settlement. The presence of centralised or
specialised production activities, as well as the diversification in function of
the buildings are both crucial proof of the urban nature of a large site [Tosi
1984]. The segregation of these production workshops seems to be well
marked in Kent, while there is no evidence of centralisation and control
operated by an administrative agent or central authority.

The fifth marker relates to trade interactions and the presence. of
imported artefacts. At the site of Kent, where pots and vases of the Sargary-
Alekseev ware represent the bulk of pottery production, different traditions of
vessels with applied rollers (valikovaya keramika), Elovka- and Irmen-culture
pottery as well as wheel-thrown southern Central Asian pottery are attested,
denoting the wide range of contacts and socio-cultural links established by
the inhabitants of Kent. Based on these diversified pottery productions, the
excavators propose that the composition of inhabitants was mixed, but this
assessment is not supported by physical anthropelogical analysis of the
skeletons from the burial ground of the site.

The sixth and last marker identified by the scholars dealing with
urbanism in steppe protohistory, which denotes the urban character of the
settlement of Kent is represented by religious architectural buildings. Also
in this case, the presence of a temple, church, sanctuary, small or large
place of worship or other religious construction represents the distinction
between an urban space and a village in a rural context. In our opinion, the
presence of monumental architecture (pyramid, stepped pyramid, ziggurat,
palaces, buildings built overlarge terraces) is much more discriminating; the
construction of large structures implies that the whole urban community was
engaged in the architectural project for some weeks or months during the
year, as suggested by some researchers [Tosi 1973; 1977; Biscione,Tosi
1979].It is possible-thatthe two buildings excavated at Kent, known as
Great Fence 1wand 2, served as places for public religious and ceremonial
activities. However, there is little proof supporting the religious function of
these two buildings.

Most of the researchers engaged in the anthropological analysis of the
evolution of complex societies agree that the identification of administrative
and bureaucratic activities and services [Masson 1981; Rothman 2004] is
a very important marker denoting the urban character of a site. Seals and
sealings, tokens and other counting devices, bullae, terracotta tablets with
and without inscriptions, as well as document archives are very important
objects to this regard. They highlight the socio-economic relations between
the numerous citizens of the center and the necessity to keep and record
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trade interactions in order to avoid inequalities, disparities and disputes and
to respect the laws established for the community [Tosi 1986; Fiandra 1981,
Schmandt-Besserat 1991]. This type of evidence is lacking at Kent, as well
as in other coeval sites across the Eurasian Steppe. However, it may be
surmised that organic material such as tree leaves and the leather of some
animals, which archaeologically are preserved only in exceptional cases,
was used across the steppe expanse to produce administrative devices and
other bureaucratic instruments.

To conclude, it appears that there is little concrete evidence to
support the theory that Kent was an actual city of the 2™ millennium BC..On
the contrary, we must think that Kent, just like Semiyarka and Akkesen; was
a large agglomeration of different communities and/or extended families
of the steppes, which had different characteristics compared to the large
cities of the 3rd millennium BC in the Near and Middle‘East, such as Ur,
Uruk, Nineveh, Tepe Hissar, Altyn-depe, Shahr-i Sokhta, Shahdad, Sarazm,
and others. When dealing with the topic of urbanism in protohistory, it is
necessary to think that urbanism existed in‘the Near and Middle East,
existed as well as in Middle Asia with local features, but also existed in
the Eurasian steppes with evidences very.similar to large and extended
agglomerations of numerous building of different functions inhabited by
several families of diverse origin. As.was previously stated, the large site of
Kent could reasonably be compared with the late Chalcolithic gigantic- or
mega-sites of the Tripol’e culture of the northern Ukrainian steppe, discarding
the misleading neo-evolutionary term “urban” as it morphologically only has
two building-types, pit-houses and the so-called great fences, and large
open areas devoid ‘of structures.

REFERENCES

Biscione, Rw=and Tosi, M. (1979). Protostoria degli stati turanici.Annali:
Rivista del Dipartimento di Studi Asiatici e del Dipartimento di Studi su Africa
e Paesi'Arabi, Supplemento n. 20 al Vol. 39. Napoli: Istituto Universitario
Orientale.

Childe, V.G. (1950). The Urban Revolution. Town Planning Review
XXI (1),pp. 3-17.

Cowgill, G.L. (2004). Origins and Development of Urbanism:
Archaeological Perspectives. Annual Review of Anthropology 33, pp. 525-
549.

Fiandra, E. (1981). The connection between Clay Sealings and
Tablets in Administration. In: H. Hartel, ed., South Asian Archaeology 1979.
Berlin: Dietrich Reimer Verlag GmbH, pp. 29-43.

104



Kostof, S. (1991).The City Shaped: Urban Patterns and Meanings
through History. Boston: Thames and Hudson.

Kohl, P.L. (2007). The Making of Bronze Age Eurasia. Cambridge,
UK; New York: Cambridge University Press.

Marcus, J. and Sabloff, J.A. (2008). Introduction. In: J. Marcus, and
J.A. Sabloff, eds., The Ancient City: New perspectives on urbanism in the
Old and New World. Santa Fe: School for Advanced Research Press, pp.
3-26.

Masson, V.M. (1981). Urban Centres of Early Class ‘Society. In:
P.L. Kohl, ed., The Bronze Age Civilization of Central Asia: Recent Soviet
Discoveries. Armonk, N.Y.: M.E. Sharpe, pp. 135-148.

Merts, V.K. (2006). Arkheologicheskie issledovaniya v Beskaragae.
In: S.P. Grushin, ed., Altai v sisteme metallurgicheskikh provintzii bronzovogo
veka. Barnaul: 1zd. Altaiskogo Universiteta, pp. 73-82.

Mumford, L.(1961). The City in History: Its origins, its transformations,
and its prospects. New York: Harcourt.

Oates, J., McMahon, A., Karsgaard, P.,,/Al Quntar, S.,& Ur, J.(2007).
Early Mesopotamian Urbanism: A new view from the north. Antiquity 81(313),
pp. 585-600. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003598 X00095600

Renfrew, C. (2008). The Citythrough Time and Space. Transformations
of Centrality. In: J. Marcus, and J.A. Sabloff, eds., The Ancient City: New
Perspectives on Urbanism in the Old and New World. Santa Fe: School for
Advanced Research Press, pp. 29-51.

Rothman, M.S. (2004). Studying the Development of Complex
Society: Mesopotamia in the Late Fifth and Fourth Millennia BC. Journal of
Archaeological Research, 12.1, March, pp. 75-119.

Schmandt-Besserat, D. (1991). Before Writing, Vol. I: From Counting
to Cuneiform. University of Texas Press.

Tosi, M. (1973). Early Urban Evolution and Settlement Patterns in
the Indo-Iranian.Borderlands. In: C. Renfrew, ed., Models in Archaeology:
Explanation of Cultural Change. London: Duckworth, pp. 429-446.

Tosi, M. (1977). The Archaeological Evidence for Protostate Structures
in Eastern lran and Central Asia at the end of the 3rd Millennium BC. In:
J: Deshayes, ed., Le Plateau Iranienne et I'Asie Centrale des Origines a
la conquéte Islamique. Colloques Internationaux du CNRS, 567. Paris:
Editions Recherche sur les Civilisations, pp. 45-66.

Tosi, M. (1984). The Notion of Craft Specialisation and its
representation in the Archaeological Record of Early States in the Turanian
Basin. In: M. Spriggs, ed., Marxist Perspectives in Archaeology. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, pp. 22-52.

105



Tosi, M. (1986). Early States of Middle Asia. Oriens Antiquus 25, pp.
153-187.

Trigger, B.G. (2003). Understanding Early Civilizations: a Comparative
Study. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Trigger, B. (2008). Early Cities: Craft Workers, Kings, and Controlling
the Supernatural. In: J. Marcus, andJ.A. Sabloff, eds., The Ancient City: New
Perspectives on Urbanism in the Old and New World. Santa Fe: School for
Advanced Research Press, pp. 53-66.

Varfolomeev, V.V. (2003). Kent i ego okruga. In: M. Zholdasbekov,
ed., Stepnaya Tsivilisatsiya Vostochnoi Evrazii. Astana: Kul Tegin, pp. 88-
108.

Varfolomeev, V., Loman, V., Evdokimov, V. (2017) Kent, Kazak
dalasynyn ortalygyndagyvkola dauirinin kalasy — Kent, the Bronze Age
City in the Center of the Kazakh Steppes — Kent, gorod bronzovogo veka
v tsentre kazakhskikh stepei. Astana: Kazakh Research institute of Culture
Ministry of Sport and Culture of the Republic of Kazakhstan.

Wheatley, P. (1972). The Concept of Urbanism. In: P.J. Ucko,
R. Tringham, and G.W. Dimbleby, eds., Man, Settlement and Urbanism.
London: Duckworth, pp. 601-637.

Wright, H.T. (1977). Recent Research on the Origin of the State.
Annual Review of Anthropology 6, pp. 379-397.

Wright, H. T. (1984). Prestate Political Formations. In: T.K. Earle, ed.,
On the Evolution of Complex Societies: Essays in Honor of Harry Hoijer.
Malibu, CA: Undena Publications, pp. 41-78.

Wright, H.T. (2006). Early State Dynamics as Political Experiment.
Journal of Anthropological Research 62, pp. 305-319.

CBUAOETENBLCTBA CYLWECTBOBAHUA KPYIMHbIX FOPOACKUX ATTIOMEPALIUIA
BPOH30BOI'O BEKA B LLEHTPAJIbHOM KA3AXCTAHE

AHHoTaums. B ctatbe paccmaTpmuBaeTcs UCTOPUYECKUIA N apXEONOrMYECKNIN KOH-
TekcT npotoropoda KeHt (LleHTpanbHbin Ka3axcTaH), nonyvyeHHbIn B pedynsrate MHOro-
FAIETHNX PACKOMOK Ha 3TOM NaMsTHWKE, AaTUPOBaHHOM CepeauHOn-KOHUOM Il Teic. 4O H. a.
Bnarogaps MHTEHCMBHBIM PacKONKam U YCUITMAM YYEHbIX 3TOT NaMATHUK MMEET peLuato-
Liee 3HaYeHne Ansi PEKOHCTPYKLMU coumanbHO-3KOHOMUYECKOro npouecca B LieHTpanb-
HOM A3y 1 B3aVMOAENCTBUSA C COCEAHUMUN CUHXPOHHBIMU apXeonornyeckMMmn Kynestypa-
MW./ABTOp cTaTbu CTaBMT MNof COMHeHME 0BOCHOBAHHOCTb HEKOTOPbIX NMPeanooXeHuN
N MHTepnpeTauui, KacalLwmnxcs ropofackoro xapakrepa noceneHns Kent. Mpegnaratorcs
HEKOTOpble HOBble MMMNOTE3bl, KOTOPblEe OOMKHbI ObITb MPOBEPEHbl B npouecce ByayLimnx
nornesblX NCCNEefOBaHWUN.

KntoueBble cnoBa: KeHT, 6poH30BbIV Bek, LieHTpanbHbI KasaxcTtaH, ypbaHusa-
uus, EBpasus, ctenw.
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