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Varfolomeev, V., Loman, V., Evdokimov, V. Kent, Kazak dalasÿnÿn 
ortalÿgÿndagÿvkola dauirinin kalasÿ – Kent, the Bronze Age City in the Center of 
the Kazakh Steppes – Kent, gorod bronzovogo veka v tsentre kazakhskikh stepeï. 
Astana: Kazakh Research Institute of Culture, Ministry of Sport and Culture of the 
Republic of Kazakhstan, 2017, 338 p., with numerous drawings and colour plates 
(in Russian, English and Kazakh). ISBN 978-601-7908-35-5.

This volume is the eleventh in a series, which began in 2012, dedicated to 
“Cultural Heritage: Materials and Researches” and directed by Zaynolla 
Samashev.1 The volume contains the results of the research carried out by the 
authors V. Varfolomeev, V. Loman, V. Evdokimov from 1985 to 1991 at the Bronze 
Age settlement of Kent, located in Central Kazakhstan along the course of the 
Kyzylkenysh stream, approximately 207 km east–south-east of Karaganda and 
34 km south-east from Karkaralinsk. The book mainly deals with the detailed 
description of both the excavations carried out by the archaeologists, and the 
pottery, stone, metal, bone and horn artefacts found while digging.

The book is of crucial importance firstly because few excavations and sur-
veys of this region of Central Kazakhstan have been carried out up to now, 
which, in hindsight, makes this area a terra incognita from an archaeologi-
cal and historical point of view, particularly for international researchers. 
The book by Varfolomeev, Loman and Evdokimov is indispensable and an 
extremely welcome addition. I believe it will arouse great interest and scien-
tific curiosity for an area that has attracted little scholarly attention thus far. 
Secondly, it explains and highlights the deep cultural value of the Bronze Age 

1 The series “Cultural Heritage: Materials and Researches” is a continuation of the earlier 
one named “Materials and Researches on the Archaeology of Kazakhstan”. While the latter 
was published by the Astana branch of the A.Kh. Margulan Institute of Archaeology, that 
interrupted its scientific activities some years ago, the new series is printed by the Kazakh 
Research Institute of Culture.
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settlement of Kent in the prehistory of the Eurasian steppe. Kent is presented 
as a unique site in the Bronze Age of Kazakhstan, as it was an actual city of 
the 2nd millennium BC characterized by architectural, cultural and anthropic 
features typical of an urban center. This is not a novelty at all as such a con-
cept has been put forth in recent years in various publications.2 However, this 
assessment is forcefully confirmed in this book, thanks to an analysis of the 
most important anthropological and archaeological evidence highlighting  
the urban character of this settlement.

Urbanism, as pointed out by many scholars, is an exceedingly prickly 
concept to define,3 and there is still no generally accepted cross-cultural or 
interdisciplinary definition for it.4 Definitions of “cities” and urban sites have 
been based upon various attributes, descriptions and criteria. Some of them 
clearly state social differentiation, multiple and centralized functions or insti-
tutions, 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 mul-
tiple functions of a city are emphasised by some authors,5 while others point 
out that the great variety of urban forms makes a morphological description 
of a city problematic, and so they characterized cities rather as “clusters of 
institutions”.6 Morphological definitions of urban sites have made much of site 
size and diversity of building types.7 Others have included axial planning, orga-
nization of spaces into grids or city blocks and a high density of structures, as 
urban attributes. Features that have been considered important urban charac-
teristics include a citadel, a core of monumental religious and administrative 
buildings, public open spaces such as city squares or fora, marketplaces, city 
walls and monumental gateways. Notwithstanding, Oates et alii suggested that: 
“Recent work seems to accept urbanism as a more fuzzy concept, characterized by 
a cluster of variables that are best considered along axes of degree rather than 
simple presence or absence”.8

This socio-anthropological and architectural study that invests the defini-
tion and characterization of complex societies in the prehistory of Eurasia is, 
however, carried out by the three authors of the book in a cursory manner; 
a more in-depth analysis is needed in order to fully understand the role and 

2 Varfolomeev 2003; Baïpakov &Voyakin 2014; Beïsenov et alii 2014.
3 Childe 1950, 3; Marcus & Sabloff 2008, 12.
4 Cowgill 2004, 525; Trigger 2003; 2008, 53.
5 Mumford 1961.
6 Wheatley 1972.
7 Kostof 1991.
8 Oates et alii 2007, 598.
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function of Kent in the 2nd millennium BC. It would appear that the six mark-
ers chosen to identify the urban character of the site are the result of some 
lectures and bibliographical references.9 Some key researchers, who dedicated 
many years of study to the social evolution of complex societies in Central and 
Middle Asia, are not mentioned.10

The first marker analyzed by the authors relates to the area occupied by the 
site, which is more than 15 hectares. Kent was less than 30 hectares in exten-
sion 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 Sary-arka 
region. This is a very important urban feature, which has been overlooked: site 
size, being far larger than surrounding contemporary sites.

The second marker concerns the density of population inhabiting the 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 the authors –, 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 weak 
and unclear; however, the number of unidentified and unexcavated dwell-
ings could change this assessment in the future. According to the authors, it 
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,11 who brought to light a compact group of several dozen square, rectan-
gular and round pit-houses, and a large rectangular enclosure. 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 spe-
cialization and internal social differentiation, population density as well as the 
presence of administrative devices and bureaucratic activities and thus most 

9  Masson 1976; 1981; Kÿzlasov 2006.
10  Lavrov 1950; Tosi 1973; 1977; 1984; 1986; Francfort 1988; P’yankova 1994; Kradin 2005; 

2006; Wright 1977; 1984; 2006; Renfrew 2008.
11  Merts 2006.
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scholars have eschewed the term “cities” and have referred to these incredibly 
large nucleated settlements as “giant sites” or “gigantic settlements”.12

The third evidence of urban character is identified in the presence of agri-
cultural production and activities in the villages located around the main site. 
In my opinion, this is not an important marker highlighting the urban nature 
of the site. Rather much more crucial is the demonstration that an urban cen-
ter served as a hub or nexus: a true city should act as a node or meeting place 
for mercantile transactions (marketplace) and communications and connec-
tions with other sites/cultures/groups. The relationship between the rural area 
around Kent and the main site has not been thoroughly analyzed.

The fourth marker is identified in the presence of workshops, artisanship 
structures and other evidence (metallurgical furnaces, foundry waste, tools 
and scraps of bone manufacturing and working) located in a separate quarter 
within the settlement. The presence of centralized or specialized production 
activities, as well as the diversification in function of the buildings are both 
crucial proof of the urban nature of a large site. The segregation of these pro-
duction workshops seems to be well marked, while there is no evidence of 
centralization and control operated by an administrative agent or 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 inhab-
itants of Kent. Based on these diversified pottery productions, the authors 
propose that the composition of inhabitants was mixed, but this assessment is 
not supported by physical anthropological analysis of the skeletons from the 
burial ground of the site.

The sixth and last marker identified by the authors, which denotes the 
urban character of the settlement of Kent is represented by religious architec-
tural buildings. Also in this case, I do not believe that the presence of a temple, 
church, sanctuary, small or large place of worship or other religious construc-
tion represents the distinction between an urban space and a village in a rural 
context. In my opinion, the presence of monumental architecture (pyramid, 
stepped pyramid, ziggurat, palaces, buildings built over large terraces) is much 
more discriminating; the construction of large structures implies that the 
whole urban community was engaged in the architectural project for some 

12  Kohl 2007.
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weeks or months during the year, as suggested by some researchers.13 The 
authors of the book highlight that two buildings excavated at Kent, known as 
Great Enclosure 1 and 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 services14 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 trade interactions in order to avoid 
inequalities, disparities and disputes and to respect the laws established for 
the community.15 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 this first part of the review, it appears that there is 
little concrete evidence to support the theory that Kent was an actual city of 
the 2nd millennium BC. 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 Ukrainian steppe, discarding the misleading neo-
evolutionary term “urban” as it morphologically only has two building-types, 
pit-houses and the so-called great enclosures, and large open areas devoid  
of structures.

The Russian section of the book consists of six parts: a Preface, an 
Introduction, a chapter dedicated to the description of the six excavations 
opened in the site and the pottery, bone, horn, metal and stone artefacts found 
during the research. The second chapter is dedicated to the cultural affiliation 
of the site and its chronological attribution and the third chapter deals with the 
urban nature of the settlement. The sixth section of the book is represented by 
a brief final text with some conclusions.

After the English and Kazakh sections, five pages represent the literature 
used for the book. There are few bibliographical references related to books, 

13  Tosi 1973; 1977; Biscione & Tosi 1979.
14  Masson 1981; Rothman 2004.
15  Tosi 1986; Fiandra 1981; Schmandt-Besserat 1991.
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papers and works in foreign languages: only three papers in English are men-
tioned. All the bibliography used by the authors refers almost exclusively to 
books and papers in Russian (111 books and papers). Perhaps the authors are 
unaware of some of the other works on the proto-history and Bronze Age of 
Eurasia, as well as on the anthropological concepts relating to the evolution 
and development of the prehistoric and complex societies throughout the 
millennia.

The scarcity of work in European languages is also evident in the second 
part of the book, that written in English, which amounts to 26 pages with-
out illustrations. The effort to present research to as wide an audience as 
possible, both national and international, is certainly highly commendable, 
indicating great initiative, critical spirit and a strong desire to contribute to 
knowledge. Moreover, if it is compared to the books in three languages of the 
series “Materials and Research on the Archaeology of Kazakhstan” previously 
published in Astana and Almaty, the English text is here considerably better 
written, both grammatically and syntactically. However, it is sometimes difficult 
to understand, with some grammatical and stylistic errors, as well as omissions 
in translation and typographical mistakes that appear to be the result of the 
work of a good translator without the necessary knowledge in anthropology, 
ancient history and specific archaeological terminology.16 In this regard, see, 
for example: the Russian word “tesla” can be translated as “adze”, “dresva” as 
rubble or gravel instead of (sic) gruss, “shilo” as awl or punch instead of the 
nonexistent word “shill”, and “otboynik” as hammering tool, hammerstone and 
percussor instead of (sic) bumper. Furthermore, some archaeological names 
are also incorrect: Gonur-depe instead of (sic) Gennur, Sargary instead of the 
various Sargarin, Sargara and Sargars.

The first part of the book, in Russian, consists of 68 pages interspersed  
with some figures and photos. After the Preface, which addresses the main 
purpose of the book, and the Introduction, which provides the location and 
extension of the site, semi-subterranean dwellings and three large enclo-
sures in the eastern part of the settlement represent the main archaeological 
evidence. The third chapter is dedicated to a minute and an analytical descrip-
tion of the material gathered from six excavations. Undoubtedly, this chapter 
is the key portion of the book and the most important scientific addition to 
the archaeological science and knowledge regarding Eurasia. Each of the six 
excavations is painstakingly presented, characterized by accurate and detailed 
stratigraphic observations. Each architectural structure (pit-houses with their 
entrances, three enclosures, hearths, postholes, walls, concentrations of finds) 

16  Bilyalova et alii 2014.
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as well as the pottery, stone, bone, horn and metal finds are methodically 
described with specific cognitive skills. Plans, sections, sizes and measures are 
meticulously provided for each architectural context, as well as for the objects 
found during the excavations.

Three large enclosures were found in excavation number 5 and 10, opened in 
the eastern and south-eastern edges of the site. The sizes of the first are 58 × 42 m,  
those of the second 25 × 55 m, while the third is approximately 25 × 60 m due 
to its location between the first two and the thick cover of Caragana sp. Each 
enclosure is composed of 1.5–2 m wide side walls made up of rows of horizon-
tally laid stone slabs. In most cases, the rows of stone slabs are 2–3, while 7–8 
are rarer. The height of the walls was less than 1 meter as a mean. The excava-
tion of the first big enclosure brought to light three rooms located within the 
structure, while an annexed structure was built in association to the second 
large enclosure. These architectural structures, whose function is unclear, are 
compared with other enclosures discovered in sites of Central Kazakhstan, 
such as Buguli I,17 and Eastern Kazakhstan, such as Semiyarka,18 as well as in 
the Inner Syrdarya delta, in the burial ground of Tagisken.19 Other large enclo-
sures have been recently discovered by the Italian Archaeological Expedition 
in Kazakhstan in the same region of the Inner Syrdarya Delta and specifically 
three in the burial ground of Sengir Tam, two on a plateau between Chirik Rabat 
and Sengir Tam, and several others in the Balandy district.20 Some fundamen-
tal differences exist between the enclosures of Central Kazakhstan and those 
located in the Inner Syrdarya delta: firstly, the walls are made of earth and sec-
ondly, no architectural structures have been detected within the enclosed area 
of the Syrdarya enclosures. A ditch typically runs around the earthen walls, on 
the inner side (Tagisken) or on the outer side (Sengir Tam). The chronological 
attribution of these structures is open to debate, as few artefacts have been 
found during their excavations. The Inner Syrdarya enclosures are generally 
associated to funerary structures and buildings dated to the Early Iron Age and 
to the Chirik Rabat culture (second half of the 1st millennium BC). However, it 
is worth mentioning that some sherds of the Late Bronze Age were scattered 
over the surface of the three enclosures at Sengir Tam and were collected by 
the author of this review. A generic attribution between the Late Bronze Age 
and the Early Iron Age is the only logical chronological assessment which may 
be put forth until more exhaustive studies and analysis are carried out.

17  Margulan 1979.
18  Merts 2006.
19  Itina 1984; Itina & Yablonskiï 2001.
20  Bonora 2019.
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The pottery from Kent has been divided into three main clusters: 1) pottery of 
the Sargary-Alekseev culture or with applied rollers (valikovaya keramika) – 97% 
of the whole ceramic corpus; 2) pottery of the western Andronovo culture – 
1.6%, and 3) wheel-made pottery having analogies in southern Central Asia 
sites – 1.4%. For each of these three main groups, V. Loman, a renowned spe-
cialist in pottery production, clearly explains the typological seriation of the 
different vessel shapes found during the work, the physico-chemical composi-
tion of the clay used to form the vases (in most cases the clay has a medium 
ferruginous content) as well as the percentage of tempering agents used in 
the pottery manufacturing processes (crushed stones, manure, chamotte, 
sand, crushed bone). The same author provides extremely useful information, 
data in percentages and suggestions regarding vessel-manufacturing tech-
niques (in most cases: spiral coiling, throwing and potter’s wheel used only for 
finishing the walls of the vessels). Moreover, he also details the different meth-
ods of working and decorating the vase surface (red or cream-coloured slip, 
hand smoothing, incised, grooved as well as comb-stamped decorative pat-
terns mainly represented by friezes of zig-zag lines, corner-shaped elements, 
crosses, oblique segments, wolf teeth motifs, dots and fingertips). According 
to the technical and technological schemes and paste compositions identified,  
V. Loman suggests the coeval presence of groups of potters with different pot-
tery production techniques in the settlement of Kent.

The third group of ceramics, which is entirely composed of wheel-thrown 
pottery, unlike the first two groups, and was produced in Bronze Age sites of 
the Oxus civilization, is another significant discovery made by the authors 
of the book which is worthy of mention. Despite its geographical distance, 
Kent in Central Kazakhstan, as well as other sites across the Eurasian steppe 
in Kazakhstan and southern Siberia, had close cultural interaction with the 
southern world of settled farmers of the Oxus Civilization. This implies some 
degree of communication and the exchange of finished and unfinished prod-
ucts, ideas, technologies and knowledge.21

This substantial third chapter is provided with descriptions of the approx-
imately 500 artefacts manufactured from cattle bones and horns of elk 
and other species of deer, ca. 610 of stone and ca. 210 of metal. Each find is 
described with the indication of its stratigraphic position, in addition to its 
main typological characteristics. Among the numerous finds, some artefacts 
are particularly noteworthy. For example the discovery of a metal compass for 
decorating bone and horn artefacts with spirals and circles, as well as the sur-
face of some pottery types. Moreover, the collection of bone products of Kent 

21  Bonora 2021.
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contains a large group of artefacts, 28 items, crafted out of the third metatarsal 
and third metacarpal horse bones which have been interpreted by the authors 
as skates for moving on ice. This theory is supported by the analysis of trace 
wear detected on a side of the artefacts which almost perfectly correspond 
to those obtained from ethnoarchaeological experiments using modern bone 
skates for moving on ice.22 Before these recent experiments, such objects were 
usually interpreted as tools for leather processing, according to the studies of 
Semenov,23 one of the most important scholars responsible for developing the 
traceological discipline and the study of use wear on archaeological artefacts.

Other notable artefacts are represented by a horn comb with small-sided 
teeth to decorate the surface of the ceramic vessels and a “calibrator”, i.e. a 
mysterious 22-cm-long horn rod with various incisions on one side and a large, 
deep groove on the opposite side. While there are a great number of pestles 
(not pistils – sic – as written in the book), millstones and grinding stones, the 
excavations at Kent did not bring to light any instruments related to agricul-
tural activities such as stone hoes and digging stick weights.

The fourth chapter is dedicated to the cultural affiliation of the site and 
its chronological attribution. Kent belonged to the Sargary culture, more 
specifically to the Sargary-Alekseev variant prevalent in North and Central 
Kazakhstan as well as on the slopes of the Altai Mountains; it was also 
part of the Trushnikovskaya culture of eastern Kazakhstan as well as to the 
Begazy-Dandybay archaeological facies, i.e. the local variant of the Sargary 
culture in Central Kazakhstan.24 According to the authors, the chronological 
attribution of the Kent settlement is set in the second half of the 2nd millen-
nium BC. However, the authors do not discuss the presence of Dongal pottery 
in Kent (excavation 4, pit-houses 4 and 5) and the relative and absolute position 
of the homonymous culture in relation to the Late Bronze Age and the begin-
ning of the Early Iron Age in Kazakhstan or specifically in Central Kazakhstan. 
I believe that some considerations on the Dongal culture, its chronology as 
well as its evolution after Begazy-Dandybai, would have further increased and 
enhanced the value of this book.

22  Küchelmann & Zidarov 2005; Pankovskiï 2006, 75.
23  Semenov 1957; 1959.
24  V. Loman interprets Begazy-Dandybay as the Central Kazakhstan variant (or facies) of 

the large Sargary archaeological culture. On the other hand, V.V. Varfolomeev proposes 
that the name Sargary or Sargary-Alekseev be disregarded and that Begazy-Dandybay 
be recognised as the only archaeological culture diffused during the Late Bronze Age in 
Central Kazakhstan as well as in Eastern Kazakhstan and on the western slopes of the 
Altai Mountains. These differing points of view are evident in the book.
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The third chapter is dedicated to the economy of the settlement as well as 
to its determination and characterization as a city, which has already been 
discussed above. The economy of Kent was chiefly based on cattle herding of 
four main species: approximately 50% of the osteological remains belong to 
sheep and goats, 27% to bovids, and 20% to domestic horses. In this regard, 
the discovery of numerous ornamented horn hook-shaped cheek-pieces25 is 
worth noting. The unique shape of these devices for driving horses has aided 
the authors in identifying a specific, local type of cheek-piece which was preva-
lent only in Central Kazakhstan in the 2nd millennium BC.

The aesthetic quality of the book is commendable and the number of maps, 
plans and sections, 139 line drawings of ceramic sherds and other stone, bone, 
horn and metal findings, and about 40 colour photographs complete the writ-
ten presentation of each chapter and greatly facilitate their consultation and 
understanding.

The fact that, despite a lengthy delay in relation to the research outlined in 
the preface, the volume has been printed at last is commendable. Although 
new documents and materials have been discovered in recent years which 
clarify the archaeological sequence and the historical context of the Bronze 
Age across the Eurasian steppe, Kent still remains a unique site for document-
ing the various multi-cultural dynamics which affected and transformed the 
region in the Late Bronze Age. These represent a tangible prelude to the mobile 
economy that would shape a new Eurasian society in the Early Iron Age and 
later periods.

The careful description and edition made by V. Varfolomeev, V. Loman and 
V. Evdokimov of different excavations and an impressive number of artefacts 
is a crucial contribution to the field of the study of the evolution of complex 
societies as well as to Eurasian studies in prehistory.
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