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The nomadic groups of the ancient world remain enigmatic to archaeological researchers. 

Leaving only fleeting indications of their day-to-day lives, our primary source of information 

on their cultures tends to be their burials, single points of permanence that mark their presence, 

providing glimpses into their most valued accoutrements. By recording these material traces 

and interlacing them with the accounts of their more settled neighbours and successors, as well 

as the experiences of modern nomads, we can begin to piece together the lives of these peoples 

in ancient times. The British Museum’s Scythians: Warriors of Ancient Siberia exhibition was 

one effort towards communicating the results of this research. 1  With an installation of 

extraordinarily preserved artefacts, head curators St John Simpson and Svetlana Pankova 

managed to reconstruct a detailed and vivid narrative about life among the tribes of the ancient 

steppe. 

1 The exhibition was held from the 14th of September 2017 to the 14th of January 2018. 
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The exhibition was held in the Sainsbury Gallery, a large space that was purpose-built for the 

museum’s rotating temporary exhibition calendar. As is the tradition with exhibitions in this 

space, the first room served as an introductory space, meant to set the tone for the exhibition, 

and condensed its main message into a single space. When the visitor entered the room for this 

particular exhibition, the first thing they saw was a large-scale map with a vast swathe of green 

highlighting the steppe corridor that served as a home for Scythian tribes. Besides showing the 

sheer extent of their area of operation, this map showed their proximity to the great empires of 

the ancient world, including the ever-popular Greeks, Mesopotamians and Persians.  

Figure 1: Map of the Scythian territory - Paul Goodhead 2017 

Once the visitor finished glancing over the map, their gaze was immediately drawn to the case 

to their left. These introductory gallery spaces always included a single showpiece artefact, and, 

in this case, it was a beautiful and surprisingly large gold belt plaque. This plaque was crafted 

with incredible precision, depicting a man laying with his head in a woman’s lap under a tree 

while a companion stands nearby holding the reins of two horses. The wall to the left of the 

object gave a step by step analysis of the iconography, suggesting a religious scene depicting 
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the death of a warrior being supported by a female deity. This object was chosen for its ability 

to give insight into the main themes of the exhibition—death, horses and beliefs—and the 

analysis beside it highlighted the need for such strategies, considering the textual silence of the 

Scythian people. 

The visitor would turn the corner past a floor-to-ceiling landscape print of the Eurasian steppe 

and be immediately whisked away into a world of wealth, colour and sound. In keeping with 

tradition, the spaces that followed the opening gallery unfolded into a network of coloured 

dividers and cases which separated various themes, sites and chronologies. These dividers 

oriented the visitor within a clear exhibition path. Moving from the initial exploration of 

Scythian tombs by scientists serving the founder of Hermitage, Peter the Great, the exhibition 

wound through displays discussing rock art, dress and ornamentation, food and drink, 

furnishings, leisure, combat, horsemanship, burial, cross-cultural connections and exchange, 

and finally the successors of the Scythian tribes. All these spaces were expertly tied together 

through large-scale images of burial mounds, grasslands and forests, as well as animations of 

riders on horseback, moving images of the Trans-Siberian railway and soundscapes that one 

might hear while riding across windswept plains. This broke from British Museum tradition 

and transformed the exhibition from a mere display of objects to a sensory experience, bringing 

the visitor closer to the Scythian world. 
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Figure 2: ‘Animal Style’ gold ornament from the Oxus Treasure - British Museum 2017 

Another thing that set this exhibition apart from its predecessors was that most of these artefacts 

were not actually housed at the British Museum itself. The largest share came from various 

departments within the State Hermitage Museum in St. Petersburg with smaller collections 

from the National Museum of the Republic of Kazakhstan2 and the Ashmolean Museum in 

Oxford. The plans for this exhibition were first hatched under the directorship of Neil 

MacGregor, a strong advocate for museums as institutions with the potential to bridge political 

divides through scholarship and display, bringing cultures, nations and people together through 

a common interest in the past. This particular exhibition was made to be part of a yearlong 

‘celebration of Russian art and culture across various UK institutions. 3  The exhibition 

ultimately not only brought Hermitage collections to the UK but also its curators, conservators, 

2 The National Museum of the Republic of Kazakhstan was opened in 2014, and this was its first loan to the UK 
(Simpson 2017, 14 September). 
3 Simpson 2017, 14 September. 
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archaeologists and scholars who participated in the planning of the exhibition, as well as its 

set-up and a large-scale international conference associated with it.  

These extensive collaborations left their imprint on the interpretation of the materials within 

the exhibition, as text panels gave details of the intense scientific and archaeological studies 

surrounding the burial sites and the production of the objects recovered from them. The clearest 

example of this could be found in the second gallery, where the historiography of the collection 

itself was discussed. This gallery contained eleven gold objects in the animal style. These are 

the artefacts that really brought the Scythians onto the public stage, and this gallery told the 

story of how they were discovered in the early eighteenth century. It highlighted the role of 

Peter the Great, who sent out vast expeditions into the challenging landscapes of Siberia to find 

natural resources and routes for trade with the east. These expeditions found more than they 

bargained for as they uncovered the vast riches of the Scythian burial mounds. Peter the Great 

demanded they be sent back to his capital of St. Petersburg, where they could be studied and 

stored in his Kunstkamera (cabinet of curiosities).4 The gallery gave Peter a voice by including 

a regal portrait of him from the Queen’s collection. The artefacts’ original context of display 

was communicated through etchings of the Tsar’s galleries and the Winter Palace, the 

beginnings of the modern Hermitage.5 The artistic nature of the original studies was reflected 

in the watercolours hanging above the gold plaques, while the modern scientific studies of their 

manufacture were highlighted in the images and object labels below them.6 This combination 

told a tale of archaeological development, focusing less on the beauty of the objects, and more 

on the change and continuity in how we come to rediscover and study them. 

                                                 
4 Meyer 2013; Korolkova 2017. 
5 Dobrovolsky 2012. 
6 These studies were presented as papers during the conference ‘Scythians and early nomads from Siberia to the 
Black Sea’ held at the British Museum’s BP Lecture Theatre between 27 and 29 October 2017. 
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Figure 3: Leather bag for cheese remains - British Museum 2017 

What followed was an impressive collection of burial goods. Though the gold ornaments easily 

drew the most attention, it was the exceptional preservation of the organic materials that truly 

set the exhibition apart. Leather bags, fur coats, tattered trousers and embroidered shoes formed 

part of the display. So did wooden and leather gear, countering the usual trend in archaeology 

where stone, ceramics and sometimes metalwork form the primary products of excavation. A 

large section of the exhibition was dedicated to horse riding equipment. The Scythians were 

the first to develop a soft saddle, and their weapons were adapted to fighting on horseback. 

However, the pieces in the collection seemed less equipped for day-to-day use and more 

decorative, with leather bridles decked out with wooden, bronze and fabric decorations. These 

were made to turn the horses into mythical beasts, dragon-like creatures that could ferry the 

deceased into the next life. Some horses were buried with decorated carts, and, in burial mound 

five at Pazyryk, fully preserved felt swans were uncovered. However, this was not the most 

impressive instance of preservation in the excavation. That label can be given to the small piece 

of three-thousand-year-old cheese in a leather bag. The family label beside it bore the title ‘Best 

before: 300 BC’. The exhibition was not for the faint-hearted, however, as it also contained 
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human remains in the form of tattooed skin, a full braid and a number of mummified skulls. It 

was surprising how little notice was given about these remains, considering the ongoing 

debates about the ethics of displaying such materials.7 

While the exhibition was an absolute show-stopper, it presented a number of issues from an 

archaeological standpoint, the main one being text and terminology. As the Scythians left no 

records of their own, it is difficult to gain any clarity on their exact beliefs or social structures. 

The curators therefore had to rely on the study of external sources, as well as iconography and 

material analysis of their artefacts. Despite this dearth in primary source material, the museum 

did include some quotes in the exhibition. These quotes primarily derived from Greek sources, 

Herodotus in particular. Though Herodotus’ descriptions of the Scythians have in many cases 

proved to overlap with the material evidence, his histories are not without their blemishes and 

should be read with a grain of salt. The exhibition left little room for advocating a more critical 

reading of his work. A second problem with using his histories as a master narrative is that they 

only describe the Scythians with whom he was in contact, those who lived among and traded 

with the Greeks living in the Black Sea region. It is important to note that, while overarching 

lifestyles, artefact assemblages and burial practices did exist across these vast steppe lands, the 

Scythians were in no sense a homogenous group. Herodotus himself speaks of numerous tribes 

who fought each other as much as their sedentary neighbours. The existence of regional variety 

should be front and centre in such an exhibition, not an afterthought. Nuance was also lacking 

in certain cases when the labels discuss belief, symbolism, ritual and leadership. Though the 

insecurity was acknowledged in the first gallery and in interviews with head curator St John 

Simpson,8 the difficulties of determining a single narrative for these objects was not made quite 

as clear in the exhibition. Another more practical issue was the placement of the object labels, 

                                                 
7 DCMS 2005; Lohman and Goodnow 2006; Cassman et al. 2007; Jenkins 2011; Giesen 2013; Fletcher et al. 
2014. 
8 Snow and Simpson 2017, 25 September. 
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often low down and difficult to read in the dim lighting. Though large print texts were available, 

most visitors just ended up spending a longer time squinting at each case, exacerbating the 

existing bottleneck effect that tends to be inevitable at these kinds of events. 

Figure 4: 3D-printed Scythian gold plaques for the hands-on desk - Steven Day, ThinkSee3D 

2017 

Despite these difficulties, the exhibition remains a great success. One of the most pleasant 

surprises for me was the free object handling station. It is often the case that visitors needed to 

wait for gallery talks, study days, or member evenings to gain a more personal experience of 

the materials being exhibited. However, the Scythians exhibition featured a hands-on desk open 

to all museum visitors, in front of the exhibition entrance. Here interested visitors could touch 

horse hair and interact with seals and coins that depicted the Scythian people. In a big step for 

the British Museum, the object desk also featured a 3D-printed replica of a gold clothing plaque 

showing two Scythian archers standing back to back.9 Their inclusion underlined the role of 

9 This print was made by ThinkSee3D, a company based in Eynsham that specialises in 3D prints for cultural 
institutions. 
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the Scythians: Warriors of Siberia as a landmark exhibition, while continuing to build upon 

the museum’s commitment to increase opportunities for learning and engagement across its 

many collections. 



60 
 

Bibliography 

Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS). 2005. Guidance for the Care of Human 

Remains in Museums. London: DCMS. 

Cassman, V., N. Odegaard and JF. Powell. 2007. Human Remains: Guide for Museums and 

Academic Institutions. Lanham: AltaMira Press. 

Dobrovolsky, V. 2012. The Hermitage: The History of the Buildings and Collections. St 

Petersburg: Alfa-Colour Art Publishers. 

Fletcher, A., D. Antoine and JD. Hill. 2014. Regarding the Dead: Human Remains in the 

British Museum. London: The British Museum. 

Giesen, M. 2013. Curating Human Remains: Caring for the Dead in the United Kingdom. 

Woodbridge: The Boydell Press. 

Jenkins, T. 2011. Contesting Human Remains in Museum Collections: The Crisis of Cultural 

Authority. New York: Routledge. 

Korolkova, EF. 2017. ‘The Siberian Collection of Peter the Great’. In Scythians: Warriors of 

Ancient Siberia, edited by SJ. Simpson and S. Pankova, 32–69. London: The British Museum. 

Lohman, J. and K. Goodnow. 2006. Human Remains & Museum Practice. Paris: UNESCO. 

Meyer, C. 2013. ‘Discovering Greco-Scythian Art’. In Greco-Scythian Art and the Birth of 

Eurasia: From Classical Antiquity to Russian Modernity, edited by C. Meyer, 1–38. Oxford: 

Oxford University Press. 

Simpson, SJ. 2017, 14 September. ‘How we brought the Scythians to London’. British Museum 

Blog. https://blog.britishmuseum.org/how-we-brought-the-scythians-to-london/. 



61 

Snow, D. and SJ. Simpson. 2017, 25 September. ‘Curating the Scythians’. History Hit. 

http://www.historyhitpodcast.com/curating-the-scythians-st-john-simpson-recorded-live-at-

the-british-museum/. 




