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Abstract. The Kurteke rock-shelter images in the Eastern Pamirs were discovered in 1958. Later,
in 1960, V.A. Ranov studied the paintings as well as the archaeological layers. After a significant break,
the fieldwork at the site was resumed in 2018 and 2019. Integrated interdisciplinary research led by S.V.
Shnaider clarifies the chronology of the stratified Kurteke site, the paleoenvironmental features of the
region and provides new data on the time of human occupation of the Eastern Pamir. Earlier, as part
of general studies on this site, we published new findings on the rock paintings presented on the two walls
of the rock-shelter. This article focuses on generalization of currently available data on Kurteke murals.

V.A. Ranov noted that the state of preservation of the images is extremely poor: most of them are
not identifiable and look like blurring red mineral pigment. DStretch color filtering treatment allowed
us to clarify some contours and details of the images, necessary for further interpretation. It is worth
noting that some of the pigment spots visible without processing acquired clearer contours. The oth-
er part of spots neither in the field, nor on the photos without color filtration was not even recorded.
Moreover, after treatment it is difficult to correlate the majority of paintings with concrete imagery and
to find parallels to them.

Key words: Eastern Pamir, Kurteke rock-shelter, rock art, painted images, rock art recording,
DStretch
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"ABTOP, OTBETCTBEHHbIH 30 MNEPENUCKY

Pestome. HackanbHble nsobpaxenns Haseca Kypreke Ha Boctounom Ilamupe oTKpbIThI B 1958 T.
ITossxe B 1960 I., pUCYHKM, KaK 1 apXeo/norudeckue ciou, 6bumt nsydennsl B.A. PanosbiM. [Tocne 3Ha-
YUTE/IbHOTO IIepepbiBa Mo/IeBble PAbOThI Ha IaMATHUKe ObUIM BO30OHOB/IeHb! B 2018 1 2019 rr. Kom-
T/IeKCHbIE MeXMCIMIUTMHAPHBIE MCCIefoBanHu:A oy, pykososicTBoM C.B. IlIHaiifep mo3Bommmm yTou-
HJTb XPOHOJIOTHIO CTPaTHUIMPOBAHHON CTOAHKY KypTeke, 0c06eHHOCTI OKpY KaolLiell Cpefibl B 3TOM
PeryoHe ¥ IOTy4YNTb HOBbIE JAaHHbIE O BpeMeHM 3acenenns Bocrounoro ITamupa. B pamkax o6o6mia-
IOIMX PaboT 110 3TOMY IAMATHMKY paHee ObUIN ONMyO/IMKOBAHbI B TOM YJC/Ie ¥ HOBbIE JAaHHbIE O Ha-
CKaJIbHBIX M300paXKeHUAX, IIPECTABICHHBIX Ha IBYX CTEHKAaX HaBeca. DTa CTAaTbA IOCBAIIeHA 0600-
IIEHMIO0 MMEIOMIMXCS Ha HACTOAIMIT MOMEHT CBeJIeHNII O HacKa/lbHbIX pucyHKax Kypreke.

B.A. PaHOB OTMeYaJI, 4TO COCTOSIHIIE COXPAHHOCTH M300pakeHNi1 KpaitHe cnaboe: 60/IbIIIas 4acTb
U3 HYX He OIPeNe/MMBI I BBIIJIANAT KaK PasMbIThle TIATHA KPACHON MUHepanbHOI Kpacku. O6pador-
Ka C IIOMOIIIBI0 MeTOfia 1{BeTOBON (umbrpanuu DStretch mosBommia yToYHNTD HEKOTOPBIE KOHTYPBI
U leTan 1300pasKeHNnIl, HeOOXOAMMBIe AJIsI IOCTIeAYIoLIell NHTepnpeTanuu 06pasos. CTont orme-
THUTb, YTO 4aCTh PUKCHPOBABIINXCA 6e3 00pabOTKM IATEH NMUTMEeHTa Ipuobpena 6ojiee YeTKUe KOH-
TYpbL. JIpyras 4acTb IATEH HY B IIO/IEBBIX YC/IOBUAX, HU Ha poTorpadusx 6es 1BeToBoi GUIbTpaLum
nake He puKcuposaace. V mocie 06paboTKu OOIBIINHCTBO POCIICEN CTIOXKHO COOTHECTH C KOHKPET-
HbIMU 06pasamm 1 TeM 6oJiee HAlITH M aHA/IOTVM.

Kniouesvie cnosa: Bocrounniit [Tamup, nasec Kypreke, HackanbHO€ MCKYCCTBO, KpallleHble U30-
OpakeHNs, TOKYMEHTUPOBaHIe HaCKa/IbHBIX 11300pakenuit, DStretch

Bnazooaprocmu: pabora BblnonHeHa npy nogpepskke POV, npoext Ne20-09-00387 «Hackanp-
Has XXuBonuch Boctounoro ITamypa: XpOHOIOTUA, aTpUOYLIMsA, KOHTEKCT».

Hna yumuposanus: 3otknna JI. B, Caiidynoes H. H. VMzobpakenns HaBeca Kypreke (BocTounbrit
[Tamup) // Teopust ¥ mpaKTUKa apxeonorndeckux uccmegoBaumit. 2022. T. 34, Ne4. C. 148-162. https://
doi.org/: 10.14258/tpai(2022)34(4).-09

ntroduction

Today there are only a few known sites of rock art in the Eastern Pamir. The majority
of them are represented by painted images of mostly very poor state of preservation (Madi-
an, Shakarak, Shakhty II, Zhukov’s cave, Naizatash) (Zotkina, Bobomulloev et al., 2022). The
most famous rock art site in the region today is the Shakhty rock shelter (Ranov, 1961; Zot-
kina, Bobomulloev et al., 2022, p. 62-64; Zotkina, Abolonkova, Kurbanov et al., 2022; Zotki-
na, Malikov, Shnaider et al., 2022). Kurteke rock art site can be considered the second most
important in the region. It is located 40 km southeast from Murgab village and only couple

kilometers from the Shakhty rock-shelter at an absolute altitude of 3980 m a.s.l. (Fig. 1, 2).
The shelter is formed by small niche in the rock outcrop of about 100 m long and 15-20 m
high in the Kurteke valley. In 1958 S.S. Ikonnikov one of the members of the Pamir expedi-
tion headed by V. A. Ranov (2016, p. 54) reported new discovery of murals fragments not far
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from the Shakhty rock-shelter. The site was studied by V.A. Ranov in 1960, it was initially
called Nautaka and later renamed to Kurteke?.

Fig. 1. Location of the Kurteke rock-shelter

Puc. 1. PacnonoxeHwne ckanbHOro Haseca Kypreke

During the excavations V.A. Ranov discovered two archaeological layers with lithic indus-
tries and fire-places. The first layer was attributed to the Late Bronze age on the basis of typ-
ical ceramics for this period, bronze arrow-heads and some lithic artifacts; the second layer
was referred to Neolithic and Chalcolithic periods based on the typical microlithic industry
(Ranov, 1962). New findings from a multidisciplinary study of the Kurteke site precise radio-
carbon age of the layers and provide new data on the human activities and paleoenvironmen-
tal conditions (Shnaider et al., 2021; Shnaider et al., in press).

The fragments of rock paintings were carefully documented and studied (Ranov, 1964).
V.A. Ranov noticed two hues of red pigment, burgundy and brick shade. He divided into
groups the murals fragments of northern and eastern walls of the shelter.

On the northern wall the researcher identified two anthropomorphic figures with their
hands raised. These images were described as stylized and schematic thus parallels could be
found all around the world from Neolithic to the Bronze age at least (Ranov, 2016, p. 56; Zot-
kina, Abolonkova, Alysher kyzy et al., 2022, p. 213, fig. 7). The images on the eastern wall are

27 From the diary of the head of the Pamir expedition, V. A. Ranov, 1960. Storage place is A. Donish Institute
of History, Archaeology and Ethnography at the National Academy of Sciences of Tajikistan, Dushanbe, Tajikistan.
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worse preserved. V. A. Ranov (2016, p. 56) described them as concentrations of wavy and
straight lines and avoided any interpretation because of ambiguous outlines.

The studies of recent years made it possible to reveal by DStretch processing some figures
which we considered previously as reddish spots or images with unclear contours. The most
of new data of the Kurteke figures have been published as part of more general studies (Zot-
kina, Bobomulloev et al., 2022, p. 64-65, fig. 2; Shnaider et al., 2021, p. 288, fig. 3). Hence this
paper focuses specifically on systematization of the Kurteke rock art which is represented by
very few preserved evidences of ancient artistic activity.

Fig. 2. Overall view of the Kurteke rock outcrop from the Shakhty rock-shelter. The white arrow
shows location of the Kurteke site

Puc. 2. 06w BMA Ha ckanbHoe obHaxeHue KypTeke 13 rpota LLlaxTbl. benas ctpernka nokasbisaet
pacrnonoxeHune namMaTHMKa Kypreke

Methods

The photographs of the Kurteke murals were made in 2019 by Nikon D750 camera
equipped with Nikkor AF-S 60 mm {/2.8G ED Micro and Nikkor AF-S 105 mm {/2.8G IF-
ED VR Micro lenses. Photographic recording was made at different scales (from general view
to details) and at different lighting conditions (natural daylight and flash). The documenting
procedure was described in details in previous papers focused on the field-work results (Zot-
kina, Bobomulloev et al., 2022, p. 62; Shnaider et al., 2021, p. 287).
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To enhance the contrast and refine the contours of images the authors used DStretch — a
method based on color filtering of photographs, namely, enhancing channels of different color
spaces (Harman, 2015).

Materials

Following V. A. Ranov, we distinguish two main panels with rock imagery on the Kurteke
rock-shelter. They are located directly above the excavation area and they are adjacent to each
other (Fig. 3).

There are three graphic elements on the first frontal panel (northern wall) most likely rep-
resenting a single composition (Fig. 3.-3;4). To the right of the first panel there is a second one
which contains four other paintings (Fig. 3.-3; 5).

Fig. 3. Overall view of the Kurteke site: 1 — excavation are; 2 — overall view of two adjacent panels
with painted images; 3 — 3D-model of the main panels with identified areas of rock paintings

Puc. 3. Obwmm B, Ha namaTHUK KypTeke: T — BWA Ha packon; 2 — obLwLMI BUJ, Ha [Be
npuneralolme Apyr K Apyry nnockoctu; 3 — 3D-mMofesb C yKazaHWeM PacnonoXeHns HackabHbIX
n3006paxeHn
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Results

DStrech-treatment of the photographs reveals some outlines which can be considered as
figures and geometric motifs. And here we present some results of this kind of processing and
interpretations of recognizable figures.

An uppermost graphic element on the first panel represents finger-prints (Fig. 3.-3a; 4).
Some of them look like someone tried to wipe the pigment off his finger on the rock surface
(indicated by an arrow on the Figure 4b).

Fig. 4. The uppermost graphic elements from the first panel (northern wall): 1 — overall view on
the panel with indicated location of finger prints; a — the upper part of the panel; b, c — the same
photo treated with DStrech; a1 and a2 — close-up of finger prints

Puc. 4. Ipachryeckne snemMeHTbl B BEPXHEN 4acTii NepBo nnockocTi (ceBepHas creHka): 1 —
00N BUA Ha MIIOCKOCTb C yKa3aHeM pacrofioXeHWs OTNeYaTKoB NasbLeB; a — BEPXHAS YacTb
MnockocTu; b, ¢ — Ta e cotorpacdus, obpaboTtaHHas npm nomolm DStrech; al, a2 — KpynHbIn

NnaH AByx OTrne4aTkoB nasbles
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Fig. 5.1. The middle part of the first panel: 1 — overall view; a — three anthropomorphic figures; a1-
a2 — photos treated with DStrech

Puc. 5.1. CpefiHsis YacTb NepBOM MOCKOCTU: T — OOWMIA BUI; @ — TPU aHTPONOMOPHbIE hUrypbi;
al-a2 — dotorpadum, obpaboTaHHble DStrech

Fig. 5.2. The middle part of the first panel: b — unidentified painted lines; b1-b3 — photos treated
with DStrech

Puc. 5.2. CpenHss YacTb NepBOM NNOCKOCT: b — HeonpeaenMmble KpatleHble TUHUN; b1-b3 —
doTorpadum, obpaboTaHHble DStrech
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Fig. 6. The second (eastern wall): 1 — overall view of the panel; 2 — location of the paintings; 2—4 —
the same photo treated with DStrech

Puc. 6. BTopast niockocCTb (BOCTOYHAs CTeHKa): 1 — obWwmi B, 2 —pacnofioxXeHme pucyHKos;
2-4 — nepBas otorpadus, obpabotaHHas npu nomolum DStrech

On the same panel V.A. Ranov (2016, p. 55, fig. 4) recorded two anthropomorphic figures
co called “dancing humans” Treated photographs show more details and as we can see there
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are three anthropomorphic figures (Fig. 5.1 a, al, a2). Probably the mentioned finger prints
are related to these images.

Directly underneath we distinguished several painted lines that have not previously been
published and that are hard to interpret (Fig. 5.2 b, bl-b3). Probably they are not complete-
ly preserved. It cannot be excluded that all these graphic elements formed a single composi-
tion on the northern panel.

The second panel is a relatively narrow surface (Fig. 3.-3; 6). It includes at least four motifs
which outlines are more or less distinguishable. As we can see on untreated photographs
the pigment looks faded with natural daylight and only the biggest figures with the highest
number of details and therefore with the highest pigment saturation are considered as painted
motifs (Fig. 6). On the treated photographs much more graphic elements are revealed. Here we
mention only four paintings but on the overall view (Fig. 6.-2-4) between a and c areas there are
probably remains of almost lost painted image or some details corresponding to other figures.

As mentioned above, V.A. Ranov discovered wavy and straight lines concentration at
the upper part of the panel. This motif looks different after treatment; this is some kind of ge-
ometric grid pattern (Fig. 7.1 a, al-a3).

b

Fig. 7.1. Upper part of the second panel:
1 — overall view; a, a1—-a3 — the same photo treated with DStrech

Puc. 7.1. BepxHsis 4acTb BTOPOW MNOCKOCTU:
1 — obwwmn Bua; a, al—a3 — nepsas dotorpacms, obpaboTtaHHas npu nomolm DStrech

To the right of the motif there is a small zoomorphic figure oriented to the left, it is proba-
bly a goat with corn (Fig. 7.2). Unfortunately the state of preservation is not good enough for
reliable interpretation. It could be a fragment of the previous geometric grid pattern as well.

Down below there is a graphic element probably representing a U-shape geometric mo-
tif (Fig. 8). As the most of the previous paintings this one is not well preserved. It looks like
its right part was damaged.

And finally, the last motif located in the lower part of the second panel is some kind of ge-
ometric sign. Inside of sub-oval outline there are partitions, it reminds a wheel (Fig. 9). Af-
ter DStrech treatment we consider that it could be a geometric symbol, probably, an element
of sophisticated ornament without direct parallels known today.

It should be noted that the surface on this section of the second panel is not modified. This
area looks as if it has been abraded. However, a similar relief is found on the panels of Pamir
limestone in its natural form.
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Fig. 7.2. Upper part of the second panel: b — close up of zoomorphic figure;
b1-b3 — the same photo treated with DStrech

Punc. 7.2. BepxHsis 4acTb BTOPOW MIIOCKOCTU: b — KPYMHbIN MiaH 300MOPMHOIo n300paxeHus;
b1-b3 — nepBas hotorpacdus, obpabotaHHas npu nomotn DStrech

Fig. 8. Middle part of the second panel: 1 — close up of U-shape motif;
a—c — the same photo treated with DStrech

Puc. 8. CpeaHsis YacTb BTOPOW MNOCKOCTU: 1 — KPYMHbIN NiaH 300MOpPdHOro n3obpaxeHns;
a—C — nepBas doTtorpadus, obpaboTaHHas npu nomolm DStrech
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Fig. 9. Middle part of the second panel: 1 — close up of wheel-like geometric symbol; a-c —
the same photo treated with DStrech

Prc. 9. HnxHAs 4acTb BTOPOW NAOCKOCTW: 1 — KPYMHbIV N1aH reOMETPUYECKOro CMMBONA,
HaMOMWHaloLLIEro Koneco; a—C — nepeas doTtorpadus, obpaboTaHHas npu nomolm DStrech

Discussion

The study of the Kurteke murals shows that most part of them are very poorly preserved
and even for the motifs with relatively clear outlines it is not always possible to identify an im-
age content. Another difficulty is that often Kurteke’s paintings were made on a quite irregu-
lar surface. As a result, the pigment did not always lay down exactly as the artist wanted it to.
It is not obvious if it was the issue of uneven relief or of the posterior exfoliation. Therefore,
in this case it is necessary to be extremely careful with the interpretation, because the origi-
nal contours of the images could be quite different.

Nevertheless, we identified several motifs: three anthropomorphic figures with finger prints
above, U-shape motif, grid-like and wheel-like symbols zoomorphic figure (probably goat).
Some unidentified painted lines were found as well.

Three anthropomorphic figures with finger prints above are represented on the first pan-
el (Fig. 4 and 5.1). Grid-like and wheel-like symbols and zoomorphic figure (probably goat)
are found on the second one (Fig. 7-9). Applied on quite irregular surface and poorly pre-
served the painted lines of the motif represented on the Figure 5.2 it reminds the contours
of wheel-like sign (Fig. 9).

As for parallels, it has long been believed that the closest parallel to the Kurteke anthro-
pomorphic figures is Ak-Chunkur site in Kyrgyzstan (Formosov, 1969, p. 80-81; Mosolova,
1987). However V.A. Ranov (2016, p. 56-57) expressed some doubts on that point, suggesting

© J1. B. 3oTkMHa, H. H. Candynoes Cant xxypHana: http://journal.asu.ru/tpai/index



THEORY AND PRACTICE OF ARCHAEOLOGICAL RESEARCH 2022 « 34 (4) 159

that Ak-Chunkur’s paintings was of a younger age. This parallel was based mostly on the con-
tent of images (anthropomorphic figures) and on mineral pigment application in both cases.
These arguments cannot even be considered as auxiliary today (Zotkina, Abolonkova, Alish-
er kyzy et al., 2022).

The identification of new images at the Kurteke rock art site let us look for other parallels.
For example, the DStrech treatment of the Skakhty rock-shelter composition revealed three
anthropomorphic figures with raised hands. These images are schematic and stylized too (Zot-
kina, Abolonkova, Kurbanov et al.,, 2022, fig. 2.-1). It could be the closest parallel in the re-
gion. However, we believe that typological features of the Kurteke “dancing humans” are too
universal and schematic for reliable assertion of the parallels.

The wheel-like and grid-like symbols can have parallels in a wider context. Wheels imag-
es and symbols are found within the Pamirs (Akjilga site in Eastern Pamir; Vybistadara and
Lyangar in Western Pamir), and much wider, in Near East and Central Asia from the Bronze
Age (see for example: Kovaleva, 2011, p. 49-53, fig. 2, 22; Novgorodova, 1984, p. 59-70; Ranov,
2016, p. 64, fig. 27, 83, 102, 105, 121, 138, 147). The second geometric symbol reminds a grid
with a complex internal structure. We do not know any direct parallels to this motif in the re-
gion. However, numerous grid variations can be found in the world’s rock art. It is one of uni-
versal motifs not strictly tied to a specific period.

Conclusion

It is not discovery that the results of color filtration treatment provide new insights at rock
art sites. This study shows how ideas about the content of rock art imagery can change when
this approach is applied to a long-known site. It highlights the value of rock art re-documenting.

We believe that there are examples of Bronze Age representations among the Kurteke rock
art. Nevertheless, the possibility of the earlier age of some figures cannot be ruled out as well.
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