
Introduction

A staf f made of antler with zoomorphic finial has 
been discovered on the bank of the Tok River (Samara 
River basin), 500 m south of the modern settlement of 
Pushkinsky, in the Krasnogvardeisky District, Orenburg 
Region (Fig. 1). The present-day landscape of the area 
can be described as steppe; typical forest-steppes begin 
a little northerly. During the Holocene, the natural and 
climatic conditions in the western Orenburg region 
could have repeatedly changed towards greater humidity 
or greater aridity. Accordingly, owing to climate 
fl uctuations, the boundary between the steppe and forest-
steppe could have shifted from south to north or from 
north to south.

As has been established during research at the 
settlement of Ivanovskoye, in the immediate vicinity 
of Pushkinsky, the Neolithic and Chalcolithic in 
the Volga-Urals region corresponded to the Atlantic 
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Period. According to scholars, this was the stage of 
the second optimum of the Atlantic Period of the 
Holocene, distinguished by a humid and cool climate 
accompanied by increase in forestation of the region 
with pine and birch (Lavrushin, Spiridonova, 1995). 
These conclusions have been confi rmed by the data 
on the paleofauna hunted by the inhabitants of the 
Ivanovskoye settlement during that period, which 
included elks, beavers, deer, badgers, otters, wild boars, 
and even bears; but the main objects of hunting were 
wild horses (Petrenko, 1995).

Studies at Ivanovskoye and other sites were carried 
out in 1977–1982 and in 2014–2015 (Morgunova, 1995, 
2011; Morgunova et al., 2017). The archaeologists 
obtained the staff in 1982. A resident of Pushkinsky, 
V.N. Myachin, brought a bag of human bones, which he 
discovered on the Tok River bank, about 7 km upstream 
the Ivanovskoye. Bone remains included fragments of an 
antler object with a fi nial in the form of either an elk’s or 
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a horse’s head. While identifying the type of animal, the 
opinions of specialists became divided; disagreement on 
this subject remains until today. Information about the 
fi nd was published in the Journal Arkheologicheskiye 
otkrytiya 1982 goda (Morgunova, 1984); later, the staff 
was described by S.V. Bogdanov in his own interpretation 
(1992). Since then, the Pushkinsky staff (I believe that it 
should be named exactly thus, according to the place of 
discovery) has been mentioned in a number of studies 
on such items (Kashina, 2005; Zhulnikov, Kashina, 
2010; Savchenko, 2018; and others). This staff should 
certainly be considered together with other elk-headed 
staffs, although it is separated quite far from them both 
territorially and chronologically. This explains the need 
to re-address this item, which is certainly an outstanding 
work of prehistoric art.

Descriptions of the burial 
near Pushkinsky and the staff

First, we should mention the place where the staff was 
discovered. There is no doubt that the item was in a burial. 
According to Myachin, while fi shing on a steep bank, 
he saw, in a side view, a skeleton of a man “squatting”, 
with his legs pulled to his chin. Since the ongoing 
archaeological excavations were well-known in the area, 
the burial was “lucky”, and all evidence was carefully 
collected.

The locat ion of  the f ind was inspected by 
archaeologists. The height of the bank (cliff) above the 
level of the river reached 5 m. An excavation ditch 4 m 
wide was made along the cliff. No remains of a burial 
ground have been found in the deposits. The following 
sequence of soil layers has been established. An even 
layer of dark gray humus 0.8 m thick, which did not 
contain any artifacts, was below the sod layer. Usually, 
in such layers, settlements from the Late Bronze Age 

have been found. This layer covered the buried soil, 
which consisted of light gray loam 1 m thick, without 
any fi nds. Next, there was a layer of brown loam of 
lumpy structure 0.9 m thick, under which pure layers of 
clay lay up to the surface of the water. The burial with 
the staff was located exactly in the last humus layer, 
at a depth of 3 m from the surface. Judging by the soil 
features and depth of deposition, this layer could have 
emerged during the Mesolithic or Early Neolithic. 
Scarce finds confirm the connection of the burial 
with that period. Five small fragments of undecorated 
pottery, pieces of ocher, fl akes of fl int, two fragments 
of microblades without traces of retouching, and a 
phalanx of a human toe were found during unearthing 
of the excavation ditch in this layer. Although the fi nds 
in the layer do not show clear diagnostic features, they 
can, together with lithological data, be compared to 
similar evidence from the Mesolithic Staro-Tok site 
and the Neolithic layer at the Ivanovskoye settlement, 
which contained the items from the Early Elshanka 
culture (Morgunova, 1995).

All anthropological evidence from the burial near 
Pushkinsky was transferred to the Institute of Ethnography 
of the USSR Academy of Sciences. According to the 
identifi cation by R.A. Mkrtchyan, anthropologist from 
this Institute, the skeleton belonged to a male of the proto-
Caucasoid type, 45–50 years of age. Unfortunately, the 
interpretation of the evidence was suspended; data were 
not described, and the fi nds were lost.

The staff was undoubtedly a creation of an outstanding 
artist of his time (Fig. 2, 3). The sculpture was made in 
the style merging the image of the animal with an object 
for a utilitarian or religious purpose, which style was 
widespread during the Mesolithic and Neolithic. The 
staff was carved of the curved part of an elk antler (as 
identifi ed by V.N. Danilchenko, archaeozoologist from 
the Institute of Archaeology of the USSR Academy of 
Sciences). The length of the artifact from the bend to the 

Fig. 1. Map showing the burial near the 
village of Pushkinsky.
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the greatest similarity to the staff under discussion 
(Gurina, 1956: Fig. 129–131; 1971, 1989). Seven 
more staffs, which are much smaller, have a slightly 
different configuration, and go back to much later 
period, were discovered at the Kola Oleniy Ostrov 
cemetery (Kolpakov, 2018: 176–177). Two antler staffs 
with fi nials in the form of elk heads were found in the 
layer with items of the Narva Neolithic culture at the 
Šventoji-3 site, in the  Baltic region (Rimantene, 1975). 
A staff similar to the Oleniy Ostrov items was found at 
the Mesolithic-Neolithic burial ground of Zvejnieki in 
Latvia (Zagorkis, 1983: Fig. 2, 1).

Intere sting sculptural representations of elk’s heads 
(the handles have not survived) made of antler were 
found in the Shigir peat bog, Sverdlovsk Region, the 
Middle Urals (Chernetsov, Moshinskaya, 1971: Fig. 81). 
The cultural and chronological context of the fi nds is 
unknown, but their similarity to the artifacts from Karelia 
and the Baltic region, as well as to the Pushkinsky staff, 
is obvious. Another fi nial was extracted from the Shigir 
peat bog, which differed from the fi nial under study in 
the manner of its attachment to the handle—there was a 
drilled hole for fastening to the handle. Another feature of 
the artifact was that the animal was depicted in an abstract 
style, and re presented a fantastic beast with frighteningly 
bared teeth (Savchenko, 2018). The similarity of this 
fi nial and elk-headed staffs is manifested not only in their 
general confi guration, but also in rendering the muzzle. 
For example, a V-shaped notch was drawn under the 
lower jaw. Notably, the AMS-date obtained from the 
antler has made it possible to attribute this sculpture to 
the Mesolithic (Ibid.: 198).

Noteworthy parallels include large dagger-shaped 
items made of elk antler. In the Kama region, in the 
Neolithic burials with extended skeletons at the cemeteries 
of Mellyatamak V and Russky Shugan, such artifacts have 
a smoothly curved shape and slightly distinguished fi nials 
without zoomorphic features (Kazakov, 2011: 38, 45, 
fi g. 106, 118). The length of one of the daggers is 40 cm; 
grooves for fl int blades were made along its narrow edge. 
Interestingly, in the Pushkinsky staff, there is also a deep 
groove in the back, where fl int inserts might have been 
attached. In this form, the item could have been used as a 
tool, probably for sacrifi ce.

Thus, the area of parallels to the Pushkinsky staff does 
not extend beyond the forest zone from the Middle Urals 
to the Baltic region and Karelia. Each fi nd is unique in its 
own way: it has artistic value and is associated with rather 
rare extraordinary complexes, mainly funerary ones.

Elk-he   aded staffs from the vast expanses east of the 
Urals are unknown. An exception are small horn staffs 
up to 20 cm long with fi nials in the form of bird heads, 
from the burials of the Sopka-2 cemetery of the Odino 
culture of the Early Bronze Age (in the Baraba forest-
steppe region) (Molodin, 1985: 56; 2012, 166–168). 

Fig. 2. Antler staff with zoomorphic fi nial from the burial 
near Pushkinsky.

end of the handle is 48 cm; length of the fi nial is 18 cm. 
The item consists of two parts, handle and fi nial, but is 
perceived as an integral image of an animal with rather 
expressively rendered muzzle (fi nial) and body (handle). 
Having combined the features of two animals (elk and 
horse), the artist created an abstract-syncretic image. 
The gracefulness of the fi gurine is emphasized by the 
elongation of the muzzle, probably caused by the shape 
of the antler blank.

Cultural and chronological interpretation 
of the staff

Parallels to the Pushkinsky staff are rare, and occur only 
in the forest zone of Eastern Europe in burial grounds and 
settlements, and in rock art.

In terms of size and style, three antler staffs from 
the graves of males buried in a standing position at 
the Oleniy Ostrov cemetery, on Lake Onega, show 

0 5 cm
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Importantly, the image of an elk played a big role in 
the art and mythology of the population of Siberia in 
the preceding stages of the Neolithic and Chalcolithic. 
Small-sized sculpted representations of elk carved out 
of bone and rendering the animal at its full height, 
which is a peculiarity of ancient Siberian art, are known 
(Okladnikov, 1950a: 280–282; 1971). Large-sized 
fi gures of elk appear at numerous monuments of rock 
art (Okladnikov, 1950a: 283–284; Formozov, 1969: 82–
93). The study of the ethnographic evidence from Siberia 
has made it possible to substantiate the hypothesis about 
a special status of elk in the life of the ancient forest 
population; images of elk and bear had the highest rank 
in the mythological hierarchy and shamanistic practices 
(Okladnikov, 1950b: 12–14).

In the rock art and sculpture of Europe and Siberia, 
the image of an elk was represented in various ways, 
which may have been caused by different aspects of 
mythology and cultic rituals. However, both in Siberia 
and in Eastern Europe, the image of elk was widespread; 
it played a leading role in the spiritual sphere of ancient 
communities from the Mesolithic to the Early Bronze 
Age, and was associated with the cultic practices of 
forest hunters (Kashina, 2005: 15–19). This connection 
is especially distinctive in the rock art of Fennoscandia. 
A.D. Stolyar analyzed in detail the purpose of elk-headed 

staffs found at cemeteries. In his opinion, these could 
have been used in shamanistic rituals in the same way 
as long pole-handles depicted on the rocks, which had a 
similar staff in the middle and a triangular crown at the 
end (Stolyar, 1983: 153–158). Many scholars consider 
the complexes with elk-headed staffs to be the burials 
of shamans (Gurina, 1956; Bogdanov, 1992; Serikov, 
1998) The ideas about the magical and ritual importance 
of elk-headed staffs have surfaced in a number of studies 
based on analysis of rock art, sculptural representations, 
and ethnographic evidence (Zhulnikov, Kashina, 2010; 
Kolpakov, 2018).

An overview of the parallels to the Pushkinsky 
staff allows a conclusion to be drawn that the image 
of elk, embodied in various types of prehistoric art, 
was widespread in the forest zone of Eurasia in the 
Mesolithic, Neolithic, and Chalcolithic, along with other 
zoomorphic images, but occupied a leading place among 
them. In the light of this conclusion, the Pushkinsky 
staff, which was found practically in the steppe–forest-
steppe, should be considered an extremely important 
discovery.

Several zoomorphic finials have been found in 
the fl at-grave burial ground of Ekaterinovsky Mys, 
in the Samara region of the Volga. The study of this 
burial ground has recently started, and continues 

Fig. 3. Antler staffs with zoomorphic fi nials from the burial near Pushkinsky (1–5) and the Ekaterinovsky Mys 
burial ground (6).
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until now (Korolev, Kochkina, Stashenkov, 2018). 
Judging by first publications of radiocarbon dates, 
the site belonged to the Samara culture of the Early 
Chalcolithic (the calibrated date is late 6th to the end 
of the fi rst quarter of the 5th millennium BC). One of 
the fi nials is very similar to the Pushkinsky staff. It 
probably formed a single whole with the lost handle 
(Fig. 3, 6). Similarly to the Pushkinsky staff, the image 
of the animal is stylized: the head is elongated, the most 
distinctive features of an elk (humpback nose, lower 
sagging parts of the lips and jaws, and small ear) are 
not marked (Korolev, Kochkina, Stashenkov, 2019: 
395, fi g. 14).

Analys is of the burial rite in the burial place where 
the item was discovered may help us with establishing 
the chronological period and cultural attribution of the 
Pushkinsky staff. As was mentioned above, the man 
was buried in a sitting position, with his knees pulled 
up to his chest. Such a method of burial was relatively 
rarely used in the cultures of the steppe zone; in the 
forest cultures of Eurasia it is unknown (Telegin, 1976: 
17–18; Khlobystina, 1991). Scholars have observed 
the connection of such a rite mainly with male burials, 
containing rare or prestigious equipment and even 
human sacrifi ces, which suggests a special status for 
the buried person in the prehistoric social hierarchy 
(Khlobystina, 1991: 36; Potemkina, 1985: 150–153; 
Shilov, Maslyuzhenko, 2006: 189).

The pr actice of burying the deceased in a sitting 
position has been known since the Late Paleolithic 
(Kostenki), but it was most widespread in the Mesolithic 
and Neolithic. Burials made according to such a rite have 
been discovered at the Khvalynsk burial grounds of the 
Chalcolithic and at the sites of the Pit-Grave culture 
of the Early Bronze Age; they are always regarded as 
extraordinary (Vasiliev, 2004: 57–58). Two “seated” 
burials, unfortunately without grave goods, have been 
found in the western Orenburg region. They were located 
under the mound of one of the kurgans at the Labazy 
cemetery of the Timber-Grave culture dated to the 
Late Bronze Age, but did not fi t the standard funerary 
rite of this site. Radiocarbon dating conducted in the 
laboratories of Moscow, Tomsk, and the University of 
Pennsylvania made it possible to obtain three dates for 
each burial. Notably, all the dates were very close, and 
showed the calibrated interval within the last quarter 
of the 7th millennium BC (Kuptsova et al., 2019: 134). 
According to the results of the dating, the burials were 
not associated with that kurgan, since they had been 
made long before its construction, probably during the 
Early Neolithic, when the Elshanka Neolithic culture 
was emerging (Vybornov et al., 2016: 85–90). It is worth 
mentioning that pottery fragments, comparable to the 
Elshanka ceramics, were discovered in the layer where 
the Pushkinsky burial was located.

The conclusion about the time when the “seated” 
burials appeared leads us to the issue of the chronological 
attribution of the above-mentioned parallels to the 
elk-headed staffs from the forest zone. Here, they 
were widespread during the Mesolithic and Neolithic. 
However, according to the current radiocarbon data, these 
chronological periods in the forest zone occurred much 
later than in the steppe zone (Timofeev, 2000; Zaitseva, 
Mazurkevich, 2016).

A large series of 14C dates is available for the burials 
of the Onega Oleniy Ostrov cemetery, which point to the 
Mesolithic attribution of the site (Gurina, 1989: 30). The 
date of burial No. 153, where one of the most famous elk-
headed staffs was found, is 7140 ± 140 BP (GIN-4452); 
other complexes are dated to a slightly later time (Zaitseva 
et al., 1997: 121–122). All 14C dates for the Oleniy Ostrov 
cemetery were obtained by the scintillation method using 
human bone, and the reservoir effect might not have been 
taken into consideration while dating. However, even 
without the reservoir effect, the dates of these burials 
are unlikely to extend beyond the boundaries of the 6th 
millennium BC. According to the evidence from other 
sites, the boundary between the Final Mesolithic and 
the Initial Neolithic in the forest zone of Eastern Europe 
was rather vague, and the transition in various regions 
happened unevenly within the 6th millennium BC. It 
has been established that the emergence of the Neolithic 
traditions in the forest zone was associated with impulses 
from the southern steppe regions of Eastern Europe 
(Zaitseva, Mazurkevich, 2016).

For other sites, there are 14C dates corresponding 
to the Neolithic of the northwestern regions of Eastern 
Europe. For example, a series of 14C dates within the 
6th–5th millennium BC was obtained from bones for 
a number of burials at the Zvejnieki burial ground; the 
date for burial No. 57 with the staff was 6825 ± 60 BP 
(Ua 3636) (Zaitseva et al., 1997: 125; Timofeev et al., 
2004: 107–108). An even later date (4th to early 
3rd millennium BC) characterizes the Narva culture 
(Rimantene, 2000).

Thus, the  tradition of using elk-headed staffs emerged 
in the forest zone in the Mesolithic and continued to exist 
in a stable hunting and fi shing economy throughout the 
Neolithic—from the 6th to the early 3rd millennium 
BC. In the steppe zone of Eastern Europe, in the period 
corresponding to the Mesolithic of the forest zone, there 
were already well-developed Neolithic cultures, and 
transition to the Chalcolithic began at the end of the 
6th millennium BC (Neolit Severnoy Yevrazii, 1996: 
330–348, 378).

In the steppe regions, there are fewer artifacts 
representing the art of the Mesolithic and Neolithic as 
compared to the forest zone, which is primarily explained 
by the fact that wooden (and often also bone) items do 
not survive in the steppe soils. In addition, sites such as 
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burial grounds are rare in the steppe zone. However, in 
a few burial grounds of the Mesolithic (for example, at 
the Vasilievsky I and III cemeteries in the Dnieper River 
basin, where dozens of burials have been studied), only 
fl int insert-blades were found (Mezolit SSSR, 1989: 122–
124). Individual small-sized sculptures were discovered 
at the sites of the Neolithic and Chalcolithic (Neolit 
Severnoy Yevrazii, 1996). These artifacts were made 
of stone, clay, or bone; on rare occasions, they render 
zoomorphic images. In the west of the Northern Black Sea 
region, anthropomorphic portable art and painted pottery 
were widely spread already in the Neolithic. The evidence 
of the artistic creativity of the population inhabiting the 
eastern part of the steppe belt is exclusively ornamental 
motifs on pottery and rare small objects of portable art. 
It is noteworthy that these fi gurines represent the image 
of bull or horse. The cult of these animals was common 
in the ritual practices of the steppe population, and later 
became popular in funeral rites and in arts (Formozov, 
1969: 135–138; Vasiliev, Matveeva, 1979; Yudin, 
2004). Deifi cation of the horse, its role, and its place in 
the religion of nomads of the Early Iron Age has been 
analyzed in a number of studies (see, e.g., (Kuzmina, 
2002: 46–73)).

Many scholars have observed the connection of 
artistic activities and preferred imagery in prehistoric 
art with the environment and the main aspects of 
subsistence (Okladnikov, 1950a, b; Formozov, 1969; 
Gurina, 1971; and others). It is obvious that during the 
Mesolithic, Neolithic, and Chalcolithic, the hunting 
activities of the population living in the steppe and the 
adjoining southern parts of forest-steppe differed from 
those of the forest regions, and were associated with 
different species of animals: for the inhabitants of the 
steppe–forest-steppe regions, of the greatest importance 
were aurochs, horses, and saigas (Belanovskaya, 1995: 
145–147; Morgunova, 1995: 81–83; Kotova, 2002: 
111–119; Yudin, 2004: 195).

Conclusions

The burial near Pushkinsky was probably made in the 
Early Neolithic, most likely by representatives of the 
Elshanka culture. The staff discovered therein is one of 
the most outstanding works of prehistoric art. In terms 
of its meaning, the staff belongs to a number of similar 
artifacts found mainly on the sites of the forest Mesolithic-
Neolithic in Eastern Europe and associated with hunting 
cults and myth-making. At the same time, the Pushkinsky 
staff has some peculiarities in its style and choice of 
the prototype, which probably depended on the specifi c 
hunting activities of the local population inhabiting the 
steppe–forest-steppe. Therefore, although the ancient 
artist intended to create the image of a horse, and not 

an elk,  the item itself, which is close to canon, reveals 
a connection with some traditions common to the entire 
range of such artifacts.

When analyzing artifacts in the form of staffs 
with zoomorphic finials, it is necessary to take into 
consideration the differences in chronology of the epochs 
in various landscape zones.  Taking into account the data 
on the emergence of the Neolithic in the northern regions 
as a result of impulses from the southern areas, and on 
the wide occurrence in the pottery of the forest zone of 
many features typical of the Elshanka, Surskoy-Dnieper, 
and other steppe cultures, it can be hypothesized that 
the tradition of using curved staffs with zoomorphic 
fi nials in cultic practices originated in the steppe–forest-
steppe. After that, this tradition, adapted to other natural 
conditions, spread to the forest cultures.

Notably, the burial in which the staff was found 
belonged to a man of advanced age, according to the 
standards of his time; judging by the position of the bones, 
he was buried in a sitting position. A burial of a person in 
a standing position has been found at the Oleniy Ostrov 
cemetery. The funeral rite of both burials is exceptional. 
The circumstances of the burial, as well as the presence of 
a unique artifact in the burial, indicate the high prestige of 
staffs with zoomorphic fi nials and their connection with 
people who were at the highest level of the hierarchical 
ladder, and as is known, in prehistoric societies these were 
ministers of religion.
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