
	 		Page	1	of	2	

Arts of Asia Lecture Series Fall 2018 
Desert Encounters: Arts, Cultures and Kingdoms of the Silk Roads	

Sponsored by the Society for Asian Art 
 

Transfers	and	Transformations	along	the	Silk	Road:	Examples	from	Pazyryk	and	Tillya	Tepe	
Karen	S.	Rubinson,	Institute	for	the	Study	of	the	Ancient	World,	New	York	University	

August	24,	2018	
	

Abstract	
		
This	lecture	will	look	at	the	material	remains	from	two	archaeological	sites,	one	in	the	Russian	Altai	
Mountains	(Pazyryk)	and	the	other	in	what	is	today	northern	Afghanistan	(Tillya	Tepe).		Neither	group	of	
people	left	a	written	history;	rather,	their	histories	are	revealed	through	the	contents	of	their	graves.		
Imported	objects	and	local	objects	that	are	artistic	and	technical	responses	to	those	imports	tell	the	
stories	of	their	cultural	encounters.	
	

1. Introduction	
a. Transfer	and	Transformation		-	definitions	
b. The	natures	of	contact	and	interaction	
c. The	roles	of	art	history	and	archaeology	in	illuminating	cultural	contact	
d. Why	Pazyryk	and	Tillya	Tepe	

	
2. Pazyryk		4th	–	3rd	century	BCE	

a. Site	overview	
b. Characteristics	of	the	local	culture	and	art	
c. How	did	foreign	objects	reach	the	Altai	Mountains?	
d. Imported	objects	from	West,	Central,	and	South	Asia	and	their	transformations	

Relevant	places	and	dates:	
Achaemenid	Empire	(550	–	330	BCE)	
						Capitols	at	Susa	and	Persepolis	(both	in	today’s	Iran)	
						Destroyed	by	Alexander	the	Great	and	his	armies	
Alexander	the	Great	(July	356	BCE	–	10/11	June	323	BCE)	
						Easternmost	extent	of	his	empire	Bactria	(today	Afghanistan	and														

Uzbekistan/Turkmenistan)	and	India	
e. Imported	objects	from	China	and	their	transformations	

	Relevant	places	and	dates:	
	Warring	States	Period	(475–221	BCE)	
							King	Wuling	of	Zhao	(r.	325-299	BCE),	military	reforms	307	BCE		

3. Tillya	Tepe		1st	century	CE	
a. Site	overview		
b. Historical	context	

Greco-Bactrian	Kingdom	(256–125	BCE)	
Indo-Greek	Kingdom	(180	BCE–10	CE)	
Kushan	Empire	(early	1st	century	CE-375	CE)	
Yuezhi	(written	about	by	Chinese	historian	Sima	Qian	in	the	Shiji)	
Kangju	(written	about	by	Chinese	historian	Sima	Qian	in	the	Shiji)	

c. Imported	goods	and	their	uses	(glass,	coins,	Chinese	mirrors,	silk,	lacquer,	intaglios)	
d. Goods	brought	with	them	from	their	homeland	and	their	transformations	
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e. Borrowed	imagery	–	from	the	inherited	Hellenic	traditions	
f. Borrowed	imagery	–	from	the	“silk	roads”		
g. Technology	transfer	

	
4. How	much	art	and	archaeology	can	tell	us	–	and	what	it	can’t.	
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