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The Cultural Continuum 
of the Eurasian Boreal Zone and the Eastern Siberian Wedge 

(Based on Comparative Mythology and Paleogenetics)

Over the recent decade, abstracts of many thousands of folktales recorded in Europe and Asia have been added 
to our Electronic Catalogue of World Mythology and Folklore. Their analysis reveals systematic parallels between 
the traditions of Western Eurasia and America, those of the Plains Indians in particular. Such motifs are especially 
apparent in Ancient Greek mythology (Phaethon’s fall, Pasiphae and the bull, cranes attacking dwarfs, etc.). 
Although they have been known since the 19th century, no explanation for them could be proposed for a long time. 
The situation changed thanks to recent advances in Siberian paleogenetics. Before the peak of the Last Glacial 
Maximum, Eastern Siberian populations (Yana RHS and Malta) exhibited European affi nities. By the mid-Holocene, 
population replacement occurred. It was not abrupt, but eventually resulted in a breakup of the initial cultural 
continuum spanning the Eurasian boreal zone and later extending to the New World. Many of the Western Eurasian–
American motifs are episodes from stories of adventures. On the other hand, parallels between traditions of the Indo-
Pacifi c rim of Asia and America mostly relate to motifs that are mythological in the narrow sense (etiological and 
cosmological), including early ones, evidently stemming from Africa. From the Hunno-Sarmatian, if not Scythian 
age onward, Southern Siberian and Central Asian motifs had been transferred to Western Eurasia on a large scale. 
Classical sources mirror an earlier stage of European mythology, hence the difference between the Ancient Greek 
set of motifs and that peculiar to later European traditions.

Keywords: Peopling of America, prehistory of Siberia, comparative mythology, Eurasian folklore, Ancient Greek 
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PALEOENVIRONMENT. THE STONE AGE

Introduction

Millions of folklore and mythological texts have been 
published in various languages. Undoubtedly, these 
sources contain important information. But which 
exactly? For two centuries, scholars have expressed 
different opinions on what can be learned from 
systematizing traditional narratives. A dozen hypotheses 
that have been proposed can be easily reduced to two 
main paradigms. Folklore and mythology are either a 

historical source that helps scholars to reconstruct the 
past, or they refl ect the universal features of the human 
psyche. There is no third option. As a rule, folklorists did 
not deal with either one or the other, but systematized 
plots and genres. There is only one objection to this: 
typology cannot be the goal of research, but is only its 
preliminary, albeit necessary stage.

Regardless of some disputable suggestions, T. Kuhn 
was right when he insisted that followers of various 
paradigms were unable to convince each other (2003). 

Archaeology, Ethnology & Anthropology of Eurasia     50/2 (2022)  28–40     E-mail: Eurasia@archaeology.nsc.ru
© 2022  Siberian Branch of the Russian Academy of Sciences

© 2022  Institute of Archaeology and Ethnography of the Siberian Branch of the Russian Academy of Sciences
© 2022  Y.E. Berezkin

28



Y.E. Berezkin / Archaeology, Ethnology and Anthropology of Eurasia 50/2 (2022) 28–40 29

Scholarly fi elds originate and disappear only together 
with their representatives. People may argue about 
specifi c issues, but not about general approaches. For a 
historian, it is clear that everything that exists emerged 
in a certain place and at certain time. We agree that 
culture embodies something intrinsic to humans as a 
species, but in this case we are not interested in universal 
elements—psychologists and ethologists should address 
them. As far as folklore and mythology are concerned, 
mapping irrefutably proves that plots, motifs, and genres 
of folklore are not universal. Their specifi c forms and 
variants are typical of some regions and are unknown 
in others, and these differences rarely, if ever, correlate 
with natural, social, and economic features (trivial cases, 
such as absence of myths explaining the ebb and fl ow of 
tides among the inhabitants of areas remote from the sea 
should not be even mentioned). The area distribution of 
the elements of folklore and mythology refl ects contacts 
between people and outlines the ancient spheres of 
interaction.

There are many reasons why cultural anthropology 
and folklore ceased to be the fields of history in the 
1920s. Yet, it is important that ethnographic and folklore 
evidence, which had been collected, has not lost its value 
because of this. As the remote past of mankind takes on 
a concrete shape thanks to successes of archaeology and 
genetics, the body of folklore and ethnographic data turns 
into unique information resource shedding some light on 
the aspects of the past that are inaccessible to other fi elds 
of history.

The scholarly fi eld that we represent does not yet 
have a stable name. It can be called “the corpus folklore”, 
although admittedly, this term is obscure. In essence, 
the idea is that historical information is contained not 
in individual mythological texts, not in the plots of 
narratives, but in the distribution areas of the elements 
extracted from the texts, which coincide with areas of 
specifi c cultural and historical communities. The time 
when such communities existed is known thanks to 
archaeologists and geneticists. This makes it possible (in 
the fi rst approximation) to give the terminus ante quem 
to the emergence of mythological images and narrative 
episodes.

American connections 
with Ancient Greek mythology

In the late 19th century, F. Boas, the founder of professional 
American anthropology, recorded the myths of the Native 
Americans who lived on the coast of British Columbia, 
and discovered an episode similar to the Ancient Greek 
myth about cranes and pygmies (2002: 213–215). 
Somewhere far away, there lived dwarfs endowed with 
remarkable strength, but suffering harm from migratory 

birds that regularly attacked them, such as geese, swans, 
ducks, and cranes (Shtal, 1982). The story usually 
unfolded about how a man who found himself among the 
dwarfs easily defeated the birds.

Boas did not attempt to comment upon this parallel 
and did not even include this motif into the list of 
traditions he studied (2002: 672–674), but what could 
he do at that time? Scholars have identifi ed texts on this 
subject among a large number of the peoples of Eurasia 
and especially America (Toivonen, 1937). We indicated 
most of the cases in an overview published a decade and 
a half ago* (Berezkin, 2007). Since then, similar episodes 
have also been found in France (Charente Department) 
and Germany (Rügen Island) (Karlin, 1991: 247–248; 
Haas, 1903: 157–159). These fairy tales incorporated 
ancient ideas that had lost their relevance. In a brief 
form, “Cranes and pygmies” have been found among 
the Evenks of China (Bäcker, 1988: 198–201). In the 
20th century, such narratives almost disappeared from 
the folklore traditions of the Old World, and are known 
mainly from early records.

The plot of “Cranes and pygmies” contains 
several motifs-episodes with partially intersecting 
defi nitions**. In the Electronic Catalogue of World 
Mythology and Folklore***, these are numbers k22, 
k22a, k22aa, k22b, k22c, and k23 (Berezkin, Duvakin, 
(s.a.)). “Cranes and pygmies” appeared in three regions 
(Fig. 1). In the west of Eurasia, the plot has been found 
in Europe, Transcaucasus, and Western Asia (Arabic 
written tradition). In the Far East, relatively rich data 
are available in ancient and medieval Chinese sources. 
The same story among the Nanai people has survived 
in a unique record of the late 19th century (Shimkevich, 
1897: 137). Most of the evidence collected pertain to 
the traditions of the New World. In North America, 
the corresponding narratives are spread over the 
territory between the extreme south of Alaska (the 
Tlingit people), northern Plains, Great Lakes (Fox), 
southeastern United States, and northern Mexico. One 
text was recorded among the Eskimos of Northwestern 
Alaska, but does not appear in most of the American 

    *Among some peoples, for example, the Georgians, the 
creatures with whom the man happens to be are also birds, 
but of different species. In some Native American traditions, 
wasps, grass tussocks, or even pots of porridge, and not 
migratory birds, attack the inhabitants of a distant country. 
These variations do not affect the structure and general content 
of the texts.

 **“Motif” is an episode or image found in two or more 
traditions. “Tradition” is a set of texts recorded within a specifi c 
ethnic and linguistic community or territory.

***The catalogue is available on the Internet; it contains 
defi nitions of motifs, summaries of texts, and their publication 
data. This eliminates the need to provide hundreds of references 
to publications in an article.



Y.E. Berezkin / Archaeology, Ethnology and Anthropology of Eurasia 50/2 (2022) 28–4030

Arctic and Subarctic. In South America, this plot is less 
common than in North America, but also occurs in a 
large area: from the Isthmus of Panama to the upper 
Xingu River in Brazil.

This distribution suggests that the plot came to 
the New World in the early period of migration. Its 
independent emergence in America is unlikely. Episodes 
recorded in different traditions of the Old and New 
Worlds are not trivial and not common throughout the 
world. They have not been found either in Southeast Asia 
and Oceania, or in Africa. Among the Chagga people of 
East Africa, a myth was recorded about the birds that 
attack the rising sun every morning, mistaking it for 
grain, and people protect it (Millroth, 1965: 25–26). 
However, the connection of this variant with the rest 
variants is not obvious; in any case, it is the only one in 
the region. The plot of “Cranes and pygmies” is based 
on the concept of migratory birds, and should have 
originated somewhere in the north. It was most likely 
brought to South America along with peopling of the 
continent.

Motif k22aa “Birds in the north – people in the 
south” occurs in Europe (Germans, Bulgarians) and 
Transcaucasus (Georgians, Armenians): a person comes 
to a country whose inhabitants are birds that live with 
people in the summer and turn into people fl ying away 
to their own lands (Fig. 1). Although the fi ght between 
birds and dwarfs is not mentioned there, the motif of 
traveling to a country where migratory birds arrive 
may be relevant to the plot in question. In the Georgian 
version, motifs k22 and k22aa are combined in a single 
narrative.

The story about cranes and pygmies is not the only 
plot connecting Ancient Greek mythology with the Far 
East and especially with the New World. There are other 
plots, such as narratives about the Cretan King Minos and 
his wife Pasiphae. During copulation, Minos ejaculated 
poisonous creatures (what it was in particular is unknown), 
killing women, and Pasiphae had intercourse with the bull 
from whom she begot Minotaur. “Strange marriage” with 
a large quadruped (motif f34) and “Dangerous genitals” 
(f9a, f9b–f9e, f10, f11) in a mythological rather than 

Fig. 1. Distribution of motifs “Cranes and pygmies” (k22 in the Electronic Catalogue) (1) and “Birds in the north – people 
in the south” (k22aa) (2).

Hereafter, letter “A” marks early written traditions; in this case, Ancient Greek and Arabic.

1
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anecdotal context are common motifs in the oral traditions 
of the Native Americans, but they are absent in the west of 
Eurasia and Africa (Berezkin, 2018a). The Greek example 
is one of a kind.

Another motif is Heracles’ extermination of the 
Stymphalian birds, which threw their feathers like arrows 
(in the Electronic Catalogue, this motif is k23a). It is 
unique for Western Eurasia, but is known to the Chukchi 
and Native Americans who inhabit the northwestern coast 
of North America, from British Columbia to the border 
of Oregon.

The presence of identical imagery and motifs in 
the Far East and America is not surprising—the Native 
Americans came to the New World from Asia. But what 
does this have to do with Greece or France?

The Greek written tradition is the only ancient Western 
Eurasian tradition for which we have extensive and varied 
data. In the number of motifs that we have identifi ed in 
the sources of Greek Antiquity (260 among almost 3000 
for the whole world) it is comparable to late folklore 
traditions of Europe. Half of these motifs are mythological 

in the narrow sense, and refl ect ideas about the world. 
The other half consists of adventure and trickster-related 
motifs.

As opposed to the Ancient Greek tradition, early 
written traditions of India and China are similar to those 
in the folklore records of the 19th–20th centuries. They 
also contain suffi cient evidence: 196 motifs for Ancient 
India and 150 for Ancient China, while 265 motifs are 
registered for the Hindi-speaking population of North 
India, 185 motifs for the Punjabis, 180 motifs for the 
Miao people, as well as 150 motifs for the Lisu people 
and the similar Tibetan-Burmese groups of Yunnan. In 
Mesoamerica, sets of motifs in the sources from the time 
of the Spanish conquest and in the Native American 
traditions of the 20th century are almost identical. And 
only the Ancient Greek mythology, after processing data 
on the occurrence of motifs, turns out to be closer not 
to the later traditions of its own region, but to the sets 
of mythological motifs in another part of the globe—
America and Indo-Pacific Rim of Asia. This shift is 
statistically small, but noticeable (Fig. 2).

Fig. 2. Results of statistical processing of data on the distribution of 490 cosmological and etiological motifs in 987 traditions 
of the world. Only the motifs that were found in both the Old and New Worlds have been taken into consideration. PC 2. 

Dispersion is 4.1 %. Traditions with the number of motifs <16 and absolute value of indices <0.25 are not shown.
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Using factor analysis applied to statistical data 
processing, principal components (PC) were identifi ed 
in a tremendous array of various parallels between 
traditions. The higher the correlation of a certain group 
of motifs with specifi c group of traditions, the higher the 
absolute values of conventional mathematical indices 
for the corresponding traditions. The first PC-s are 
signifi cant; the rest are informational noise refl ecting 
many multidirectional connections between the pairs and 
small groups of traditions. If traditions differ dramatically 
in the number of motifs, the software perceives the 
understudied traditions as objectively different from 
the well-studied traditions, opposing one to the other. 
However, such opposition only points to differences 
in availability of sources. Usually it is refl ected by the 
fi rst PC, while the second PC is the most signifi cant. The 
data we provide are from the second PC.

Each PC is associated with two sets of traditions 
that are the least similar in their composition of motifs. 
The software gives them indexes with “+” or “–” signs. 
The more vividly the trend is expressed, the higher the 
absolute value of the index is. Each group with indices 
of the same sign corresponds to some community. 
Such communities, according to the terminology by 
R.N. Adams, are fragmentary and aggregated. Not 
only are they incapable of coordinating the actions of 
their members, but they also lack or almost lack self-
identifi cation (Adams, 1975: Fig. 2). Their members are 
connected with each other only by a network of contacts 
a little more dense than contacts with other communities. 
But even a slight increase in information exchange 
within the boundaries of a certain area contributes to 
selection of regional cultural features.

Western European-American parallels 
and the Siberian gap

The map in Fig. 2 refl ects only the motifs that were 
present both in America and Eurasia. This certainly 
means that correspondences to American traditions 
appear not only in Ancient Greek mythology, but also 
in the later traditions of Europe. Ancient Greek tradition 
has a special position not because it is the only one with 
American parallels, but because in later traditions, there 
occur more commonly motifs known in America but 
typical mostly of Western Eurasia. In Ancient Greek 
tradition, there are relatively few motifs typical of the 
European folklore, and therefore the American and Indo-
Pacifi c parallels are more noticeable (in this regard, see 
also Fig. 6). In addition, in later traditions, there are 
many motifs that are equally common in Europe and 
America.

It has been long observed that there are many 
parallels between the traditions of the New World in 

the Western and Central Eurasian folklore. However, 
for a long time, this observation was largely ignored, 
since such facts did not fi t into any acceptable theory 
explaining the peopling of the New World. Too many 
thousands of kilometers separate America from Europe. 
Only after collecting and analyzing Western Eurasian 
folklore for several years, as a part of a project supported 
by the Russian Science Foundation, was it established 
that these were not isolated coincidences, but regularity 
refl ected in a large body of evidence. There are dozens of 
coincidences, and Western Eurasian and American areas 
of the corresponding motifs are always separated by the 
huge Siberian gap (Fig. 3).

This gap does not have clear boundaries. Some 
European parallels have been found not only in America, 
but also in the Chukchi Peninsula; others are absent not 
only from Siberia, but also from Alaska, and fi rst appear 
only on the northwestern coast of North America or even 
further south (in California or on the Plains). However, 
the area where the corresponding motifs are encountered 
least of all is invariably Eastern Siberia.

We selected 42 motifs with similar distribution, 
belonging to different thematic groups. The list also 
includes the already mentioned motifs*. Sporadic matches 
with Western Asian motifs can be found everywhere, 
while the systematically repeated matches (from 6 to 12) 
are typical precisely for the Native Americans. Moreover, 
among the Eskimo traditions, more than five motifs 
from this list have been found only among the Inupiat of 
Northwestern Alaska, whose narratives are often similar 
to those of the Chukchi. In most of Siberia, except for 

*Motifs a14 (Cause of eclipses: relationship of the Sun to 
the Moon), a16 (Dangers in the path of the sun), a42a (Phaeton – 
an imitator of the sun), b75a (Sounds in the time of creation: 
human voice), f9d (Scorpions in the genitals), f11 (Biting 
penis), f34 (Communication with the ground quadruped), f39 
(Time of women), f65a (Pretended dead: meeting with the 
lover), f70 (Potiphar’s wife), h24 (Vessel opened too early), 
h33 (Children walk since birth), i4b (Man helps thunder to 
defeat the enemy), i20 (Underground dwarfs), i25 (Bribed 
guards), i45b (Not pointing a finger at the rainbow), i85c 
(Vessels with weather), i86a (Fluff turns into snow), i115a 
(Orion as man, Pleiades as women), j7 (Replaced signs), K18 
(Recognition of father or mother), k22 (Cranes and pygmies), 
k23a (Feathers as weapons of birds), k33 (The living drowned 
woman), k35 (Replaced man), k36 (Turned into an animal), 
k41 (Thunder against the snake), K49 (Dead mother nurses the 
baby), k75 (Younger daughter is willing), k130a (Girl in the 
house of her brothers), L15a (Vulnerable place on the body), 
L4 (Killer exposed), L39 (Protagonist is forced to descend 
from a tree), L40 (Refl ection and shadow), L48 (Demons eat 
their own), L49 (Body parts fall down), L50 (Man-eater by 
the path), m23 (Pretended fear of imaginary danger), m30 
(Trickster falls down), m57a (Beads as body secretions), m84 
(Person or animal revived from his/its bones), m120 (Man-
eating nanny).
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the Lower Amur basin (Nanai people), Far Northeast 
(Chukchi and Asian Eskimos), and Altai (Altai-Kizhi), 
the number of these motifs does not exceed 3 or 4, and 
more often is between 0 and 2. More Western Eurasian 
parallels have been discovered in Asia to the south of 
Siberia. At the same time, only the Khalkha Mongols, 
Sinhalese people, Chin people, and Torajans have more 
than nine of them.

The exclusive parallels between the traditions of the 
populations of Western and Central Eurasia, and Plains 
Indians (Fig. 4) are of particular interest. We did not take 
these data into account while compiling map 3, since 
they have some specifi c features. In the New World, 
the area of occurrence of the corresponding motifs* is 
sharply bounded by the Rocky Mountains in the west, 

and stretches across the entire Plains from north to south. 
In Eurasia, the maximum number of parallels has been 
found not only in the mythologies of Europe, but also in 
the Turkic-Mongolian traditions of the south of Siberia 
and Turkestan. These parallels were noticed twenty years 
ago and were regarded as resulting from migration of the 
ancestors of the Native Americans from the Altai-Sayan 
to the New World (Berezkin, 2003). After reaching 
Alaska and moving along the Yukon and Mackenzie 
valleys, people entered the expanses of the Plains. They 
must have gradually dispersed further, although in the 
Mackenzie Corridor migration could have been more 
rapid. In the intermediate territories of Siberia and 
American Northwest, the corresponding motifs should 
have been known at one time, but were erased during 
migrations.

American regional traditions do not constitute a 
unity, but fi nd parallels in different regional traditions 
of Eurasia. This conclusion has later found more and 
more proofs (Berezkin, 2016a, 2018c, 2019, 2020a). 
There are almost no doubts that we are dealing here 
with isolated events in peopling of the New World. The 

Fig. 3. Distribution of the selected motifs typical of Western Eurasia and America, but unknown in most of Siberia. Size and 
color of the signs correspond to the number of motifs (from 22 to 6) found in each tradition.

*Motifs b46 (Seven stellar brothers), b48b (Piece of 
human fl esh), j27 (The lodge-boy and the thrown-away), k27z 
(Gambling for life and death), K37a (Recognize the man), 
k38b (The serpent threatens the nestlings), k64 (Escape from 
the herdmaster’s cave), k66 (Mighty warriors with different 
abilities).
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movement of people from Southern Siberia to North 
America is possible, since genetic data also point to 
this area of the Old World as the main source of the 
Y-chromosomal lineages in the New World (Wei et al., 
2018). However, this scenario is vulnerable. First, there 
is no archaeological evidence for early migration along 
the Mackenzie Corridor. Fluted points found in Alaska 
were brought there not from Asia, but relatively late 
from the mainland of the future United States (Vasiliev 
et al., 2015: 171–177). Second, as our catalogue becomes 
enriched with many thousands of European, West Asian, 
and North African texts, it is clear that in the realm of 
folklore and mythology, American connections are not 
specifi c to Southern Siberia, but are typical of the entire 
area west of the Altai.

Noteworthy is a small group of motifs connecting 
the north of North America and Chukchi Peninsula with 
Northern Europe, especially with the Sami people and 
the Baltic Finns*. The concentration of parallels in the 

Bering Strait region suggests the later penetration of 
motifs from Asia into America than those concentrated in 
the Plains. However, in this case too, the contacts between 
the Chukchi Peninsula and Fennoscandia could hardly 
have taken place given the ethno-linguistic situation in 
Siberia known to us, since in the past it should have been 
signifi cantly different (Fig. 5).

While working on Project 21-18-00232 supported by 
the Russian Science Foundation, we tried to identify any 
parallels connecting the ancient mythologies of Western 
Asia with both Ancient Greek and late folklore traditions 
of Eurasia and America. This work is not fi nished yet. 
However, even if the number of identifi ed motifs increases 
(now it is in the range of 35–55 for each of the ancient 
traditions), it is unlikely that many parallels will be found. 

Fig. 4. Distribution of the selected motifs typical of Western Eurasia and the Great Plains. Size and color of the signs 
correspond to the number of motifs (from 6 to 2) found in each tradition.

*Motifs b57a (Red sunset as indication of what happened), 
b71 (Dancing fl ashes of light), b75b (Sounds in the time of 

creation: creaking of trees), b75b1 (Sounds in the time of 
creation: voice of the wife or mother-in-law), b91a (Eyes: 
taken and not returned), k25a2 (Downcast feathers), L101 
(Downcast clothes), L41с (Those sliding down the hill were 
taken away by a demon), M42b (Eyes of tar), m97 (The blind 
man asks the trees).
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As far as the parallels between Europe and America are 
concerned, we are apparently dealing with the northern 
zone with which the traditions of Western Asia had 
nothing to do. This is a separate topic, which deserves 
special research.

Population history of Eastern Siberia

The data of folklore and mythology do not have their 
own dating. If antiquity of plots and genres is assessed 
only from the content of the texts, it is very dependent on 
the intuition of the researcher and cannot have objective 
confi rmation. We may get on a relatively fi rm ground 
only when we discover the areas of large groups of 
motifs. These data can be correlated with the boundaries 
of the distribution zones of human communities, which 
archaeologists and geneticists identify for specific 
chronological periods. The coincidence of the boundaries 
in the areas suggests the possibility that certain sets of 
motives emerged within the communities (spheres of 
interaction) that existed only in certain periods. Notably, 
this concerns epochal periodization, and not calendar 
dates.

Samples of fossil DNA that were analyzed in recent 
years have made it possible to establish the population 
history of Eastern Siberia in general terms (Kozintsev, 
2021: 142; Sikora, Pitulko, Willerslev, 2019). Before 
the peak of the glacial maximum, in the north of the 
region (Yana site), there lived people genetically close to 

European populations, particularly to the inhabitants of 
the Sungir site (Massilani et al., 2020). There is similar 
data for the Malta site in the Baikal region; some genes 
of its inhabitants later came to America (Balter, 2013). 
The relationship between the population of the Malta 
site (Baikal region) and the Upper Paleolithic population 
of Europe is also indicated by odontological evidence 
(Shpakova, 2001). The gene pool of the ancient Northern 
Siberians living on the lower Yana River also had East 
Asian component, although it was not predominant. 
By the beginning of the Holocene, the situation had 
changed signifi cantly. As the deciphered genomes have 
shown, the man from the lower Kolyma River (Duvanny 
Yar site) partially retained the gene pool of the ancient 
Northern Siberians, and was close to the Eskimos and 
Native Americans (Sikora, Pitulko, Willerslev, 2019). The 
population with links to American people also remained 
in the Cis-Baikal region in the Final Paleolithic (Yu 
et al., 2020). However, 6000–4000 years ago, the genetic 
ancestors of the people who were encountered by the 
Russian pioneers already lived both in the north of Eastern 
Siberia and in the Cis-Baikal region.

Time-related changes in the gene pool of Eastern 
Siberia suggest a gradual shift of the region’s population 
to the north. As the Ice Age passed away, biocenoses 
typical of a very cold climate were replaced by more 
thermophilic biocenoses. Natural zones moved to the 
north, and populations adapted to them moved up 
along (Pavlova, Pitulko, 2020; Pitulko, Pavlova, 2020). 
However, there is no exact evidence that archaeological 

Fig. 5. Distribution of the selected motifs typical of Northern Europe, the Bering Sea, and north of North America. Size and 
color of the signs correspond to the number of motifs (from 6 to 2) found in each tradition.
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complexes discovered in the north of Eastern Siberia 
originate from the southern part of the region. It can be 
argued that archaeological evidence does not contradict 
the data of genetics, but it also does not contain additional 
justifi cation for the reconstructed process, only testifying 
to the increased demographic density.

It is still diffi cult to establish where the population 
that spread to the north of Eastern Siberia originally 
emerged; possibly, in Manchuria, in the east of Mongolia, 
and in Transbaikal region. There are no arguments in 
favor of migration from the areas south of Manchuria. 
The populations with the pebble tool industry lived in 
South China; throughout the entire Upper Paleolithic, 
they were pushed from the north by the people of blade 
industry (Bar-Yosef, Belfer-Cohen, 2013: 37–38). The 
earliest genome of an anatomically modern human in 
China (the sample was extracted from a femur found in 
the Tianyuan cave in Zhoukoudian, near Beijing) dates 
back to ca 40 ka BP (all dates are calibrated), and is 
located almost at the base of the lines leading to various 
populations of East Asia and America (Gakuhari et al., 
2020: Fig. 4; Kaifu, Fuhita, 2011; Shang et al., 2007; 
Wang, Yeh, Reich, 2021).

The origin of the population of Eastern Siberia is an 
issue not directly related to the topic of this article and is 
beyond the competence of the author. If paleogenetic data 
are obtained for the population of Transbaikalia and Amur 
region, the situation will most likely become clearer. It is 
important that in the period between about 20 and 5 ka BP, 
there was a radical change in the composition of the 
population in that region, at least in its northern part, and 
in the Cis-Baikal region. People who lived there in the 
Pleistocene shared more genes with both inhabitants of 
Western Eurasia and Native Americans, than the Yukagirs, 
Yakuts, Tunguses, or Buryats do.

The data of genetics, archaeology, linguistics, and 
comparative mythology rarely coincides in detail, since 
different features of culture, just as genes, are transmitted 
in different ways (see (Berezkin, 2018b)). The coincidence 
is more noticeable at the highest, transcontinental level, 
when specifi c tendencies balance each other. Changes in 
the gene pool of the Eastern Siberia population in the Late 
Pleistocene and Early Holocene well correlate with data of 
comparative mythology. These changes make it possible 
to explain how it could happen that signifi cant sets of 
elements of oral tradition, common to Western Eurasia 
and the New World, are almost absent from Siberia. Our 
working scenario is as follows.

Anatomically modern humans peopled continental 
Eurasia 45–40 ka BP (Bae, Douka, Petraglia, 2017; 
Fewlass et al., 2020; Pitulko, Pavlova, 2020); that is, 
around the same time when the populations from Africa 
reached the Indo-Pacifi c Rim of Asia (Massilani et al., 
2020; O’Connell, Allen, 2015). This dating is consistent 
with disappearance of the “Hobbits” from the Island of 

Flores ca 50 ka BP (Sutikna et al., 2016). The penetration 
of Homo sapiens into Australia and New Guinea earlier 
than 50 ka BP cannot yet be ruled out (Bradshaw et al., 
2021), but it is not supported by indisputable evidence. 
There is no information on penetration of Homo sapiens 
in the territory of China north of the Yellow River earlier 
than 40 ka BP, and in the areas located to the south earlier 
than 50–45 ka BP (Sun et al., 2021).

The set of mythological motifs brought from Africa 
must have been small (Berezkin, 2021). After peopling 
of Eurasia by the Homo sapiens, contacts between the 
northern (continental Eurasian) and southern (Indo-
Pacifi c) populations could not have been intense, since 
Central Asian deserts and mountains separating them 
were rarely inhabited, especially during the glacial 
maximum (Morgan et al., 2011). As a result, different sets 
of folklore and mythological motifs emerged in the north 
and southeast of Eurasia.

People began to enter the New World after the peak 
of the glacial maximum had been over. The most ancient 
reliably dated sites in America date back to 16.5–15 ka BP 
(Prates, Politis, Perez, 2020; Williams et al., 2018). 
The earliest groups might have been not continental 
Eurasian but Indo-Pacifi c (Australasian) populations. 
This is indicated both by our data on the distribution 
of mythological motifs (Fig. 6)*, and by exclusive 
correspondences in the gene pool of some Amazonian 
Native Americans, Papua people, and Andamanese 
people (Skoglund et al., 2015). At the same time, such 
conclusion cannot be drawn based on craniological 
traits of modern populations (Turbon, Arenas, Cuadras, 
2017). There is also no Australasian trace in the DNA 

*Motifs a32b (Moon toad), a36 (Moon and immortality), 
c1 (Falling sky), c4 (Flood: falling fruits), c34 (Flood: 
wounded creature), d12 (Food was baked under the sun), e5e 
(The two-headed one is not allowed to go out to the ground), 
e6 (Connection between the worlds is broken by the fault 
of a woman), f1 (First woman is a transmuted man), f9a 
(Vagina dentata), f9c (Snake in vagina), f10 (Vaginal teeth 
knocked out), f11 (Biting penis), f18d (Long clitoris), f23 
(Cause of menstruation is sexual intercourse), f26 (Cause of 
menstruation is loss of sacred objects), f30 (Snake paramour), 
f33 (Intercourse with a water creature), f34 (Intercourse 
with a terrestrial quadruped), f35 (Cut off genitals), f38 
(Women and secret knowledge), f43a (Women kill men), 
f43 (Disappearance of women), f47 (People from pieces of 
fl esh), f49 (Caesarean section), f55 (What do you want?), f79 
(Wives-animals), g5 (Tree of abundance), g13 (People ate 
rotten wood), g13a (People ate earth), g23a (Plants from body 
parts), g28 (Tree with fi sh), h4 (Change of skin as a condition 
of immortality), h11 (Call of God), i16 (Bodily anomalies of 
the fi rst people), j59 (Up to the sky following the arrow), L22 
(Deep sleep), L28+L28a+L29+L30 (group of motifs that are 
usually linked into one plot in America: Snake meat, He who 
ate a snake causes the fl ood, Fish from a puddle, He who ate a 
snake is thirsty), L31 (Sticky monster).
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samples taken from human fossils in North America, 
including Anzick and Spirit Cave, associated with two 
major Paleo-Indian cultural complexes—the Clovis 
and Western Stemmed Points Tradition. This trace is 
noticeable, albeit weakly, only in South America, while 
all the studied samples there belong to the Holocene 
(Moreno-Mayar et al., 2018).

Importantly, the topics of the circum-Pacifi c motifs 
used in creating the map in Fig. 6 and motifs linking 
Eurasia and America (see Figs. 2–5) are systematically 
different. The former include the episodes of ancient 
African origin, explaining the origin of death (a36, h4, 
h11) (Berezkin, 2021). The rest are mainly associated with 
etiology, especially human anatomy and gender relations. 
Over a half of the Western Eurasian-American parallels 
are the episodes of adventure and trickster-related 
narratives. Since adventure motifs of African origin could 
not be identifi ed at all, these are apparently later than the 
mythological motifs sensu stricto (related to cosmology 
and etiology).

Not later than the Final Pleistocene, the descendants of 
the early inhabitants of Eastern Siberia (non-Mongoloid 

Fig. 6. Distribution of the selected motifs typical of America and Indo-Pacifi c Rim of Asia. Size and color of the signs 
correspond to the number of motifs (from 15 to 3) found in each tradition.

groups and those not associated with the Indo-Pacifi c 
world) entered the New World. The systematic parallels 
between Western Eurasia and America can be best 
explained by the presence of a once-existing boreal 
cultural continuum from the Atlantic to the Bering Sea 
region, which was continued in America. The change in 
the population of Eastern Siberia during the Holocene led 
to disruption in this continuum.

However, the question remains: why is the set of 
mythological motifs of the 1st millennium BC, known 
from Ancient Greek sources, is statistically closer to the 
traditions of the Native Americans than the late European 
folklore?

In the earlier published articles, we tried to show the 
role of Siberian and Central Asian narrative traditions in 
formation of European folklore known from the records 
of the 19th century (Berezkin, 2016b, 2018b, 2020b). 
Late folklore of Europe emerged not only on the basis 
of borrowings from Western Asia (largely from those 
available in written form) and the local substratum, 
which is difficult to reconstruct (for an attempt at 
such reconstruction, see (Berezkin, in press)). No less 
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important, if not a decisive, role was probably played by 
the transfer of motifs from east to west during migrations 
across the Great Steppe from the Hunno-Sarmatian 
period and up to the 17th century (the Kalmyks). Taking 
into account the anthropological similarity between 
the Royal Scythians and the Tuvan Okunev population 
(Kozintsev, 2007), it can be assumed that this process 
had begun even several centuries earlier. The motifs 
brought from Siberia and Central Asia had a particularly 
strong infl uence on the traditions of Eastern Europe 
(Berezkin, 2016b), but this infl uence affected the entire 
Western Eurasia. And if the Mongol conquests of the 
13th century are well described in the written sources, the 
processes that took place in the mid 1st millennium AD 
are known only in general terms, and it is almost 
impossible to evaluate the dynamics of changes in the 
sets of motifs in Western Eurasia after Antiquity, since 
there are no data. One thing is clear: there is a huge gap 
between the Hellenistic-Roman period and the 17th–
18th centuries, when European folklore started to be 
refl ected in publications.

Conclusions

None of the conclusions drawn from behind the desk 
work may on their own serve as a basis for large-scale 
reconstructions. This is the privilege of sciences based 
either on experiment or on direct observation. Remaining 
within the boundaries of comparative folklore, we would 
have never taken the liberty of proposing a historical 
scenario explaining the similarity of motifs in Western 
Eurasia and America. This became possible only thanks 
to successes of genetic and archaeological research whose 
results are in good agreement with analysis of tens of 
thousands of folklore and mythological texts. It may be 
the case that this interpretation is incorrect and another 
one will be proposed instead. Yet the facts on which it 
rests seem reliable; they have been accumulated over 
several decades and were not collected for any specifi c 
hypothesis.

The list of Western Eurasian-American parallels is 
open and is updated with accumulation of new data. 
The motifs widespread in the Old and New Worlds, 
but unknown in Africa (except for North Africa), such 
as Clashing rocks (i22) or Eyelids of Viy (h54) are of 
particular interest. There is little doubt that such motifs 
appeared after leaving Africa, but it is still diffi cult to 
establish exactly where and in which ways they spread. 
It would be interesting to fi nd it out also because the 
chains of motifs identifi ed in the texts make it possible 
to detect ancient cultural connections between human 
communities. Such connections and exchange of 
ideas largely determined the course of history, and the 

more ancient period they belonged to, the greater their 
consequences might have been.
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