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ABSTRACT

The purpose of the research paper is to introduce new artifacts into scholarly circulation,
as well as to examine and systematize information about previously discovered similar items
identified at archaeological sites in Azerbaijan. The artifacts are analyzed against the broader
background of comparable synchronous finds (12th-14th centuries) from the territory of
Eurasia.

The scientific novelty of the article lies in the description of unique objects that have not
previously been studied separately in archaeological scholarship, as well as in the compilation
of a distribution map of archer’s ring finds from the territory of the Republic of Azerbaijan for
the studied period.

Conclusions. The archer’s ring was considered a symbol of a warrior and testified to its
owner’s mastery of the bow and arrows.

In the course of this study, three bone artifacts were examined: 1) Sample No.1 was
discovered in a ‘Mongolian’ burial at Mingachevir and is displayed in the exhibition (AF
27450); 2) Sample No. 2 (AF 28248) was found at the Gyrkhchirag settlement (the medieval
city of Mahmudabad); both objects are exhibited at the National Museum of History of
Azerbaijan (Baku, Republic of Azerbaijan), and 3) Sample No. 3 is displayed at the Historical
and Local History Museum of Shabran (Shabran District, Republic of Azerbaijan).

Sample No. 1 is decorated with five circular incised motifs. Samples No. 2 and No. 3 are
plain. All artifacts are rounded in shape with an ellipsoidal projection and show traces of wear
on the interior surface, indicating their use. The specimens belong to the type of rings with an
elongated shield. The items from Azerbaijan find analogies among synchronous objects from
Eurasia, both decorated with circles and undecorated. The dimensions of the examined items
are nearly identical, suggesting that they were worn on the thumb of a man - professional
warrior-archers. The archer’s rings from Azerbaijan should be dated to the chronological
framework of the first half/end of the 13t century to the first half of the 14th century.

At present, four bone archer’s rings are known from the territory of Azerbaijan (including
new materials). Two were discovered in burials (Sample No. 1 from Mingachevir and the ring
from Burial No. 10 at Oren-Kala), and two were accidental finds (Shabran and Gyrkhchirag).

Keywords: Azerbaijan, medieval archaeology, military culture, archery, material culture,
archer’s rings
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ABSTRACT

Mema cmammi - BBeCcTH [0 HAyKOBOTO 06iry HoBi apTedakTH, a TaKOXX BHBYUTHU Ta
CHUCTeMaTHU3yBaTH iHdopMalio Mpo paHille BUsBJEHI aHAJIOTiIYHI MpeAMeTH, BUSBJEHI Ha
apxeoJIOTIYHUX NMaM’'sATKax Asepbaipkany. ApredakTH aHaJi3yHOTbCAd Ha WHpIIoMy ¢GOHI
MOPiBHAHHUX CHHXPOHHUX 3HaxiloK (12-14 cT.) 3 TepuTopii EBpasii.

Haykoea Hoeu3Ha cmammi noJsgarae B ONMUCI yHIKaJbHUX NpeAMeTIB, dKi paHime He
BUBYaJIMCA OKPEMO B apXeoJIOTiYHil Haylj, a TAK0X y CK/IaJlaHHI KapTH NOIIKWPEHHS 3HaXIJ0K
KiJslenp JIydHUKaA 3 TepuTOopii A3ep6aii/pKkanHy 3a AOC/IipKyBaHUH Hepios.

BucHoeku. Kinblie JiydHMKa BBaXKaJoCs CHMBOJIOM BOiHA Ta CBiYMJIO PO MalCTEPHICTb
HOro BJIACHHUKA Y CTPi/Ib6i 3 yKa.

Y xofi yboro mocsipkeHHs 6yJ10 BUBYEHO TPU KicTsHI apredakTu: 1) 3pasok N2 1 6yJio
BUABJIEHO Y «MOHTOJIbCBKOMY» I10XOBaHHI B MiHredeBipi W €KCIOHYETbCA Ha BHUCTaBLi
(AF 27450); 2)3pa3ok Ne2 (AF 28248) Oyso 3HailifleHo Ha mocedeHHi [upxuipar
(cepennboBiuHME MicTo MaxMyna6a/) - 061ABa MpeMeTH eKCIOHYI0ThCA y HarjionaipHOMY
My3sei icropii Asep6aiimkany (baky, Pecny6nika Asep6aimkan), i 3)3pasok Ne3
npejcTaBjeHUd B IcTopuko-kpaesHaBuoMy wy3ei Illa6pana (IllabpaHcbkuii paioH,
Pecny6.tika Azep6aiipkaH).

3pa3ok N¢ 1 mpuKpalleHUuH n'siTbMa KPYyrJMMH Bpi3HUMU MOTHUBaMH. 3pasku N2 2 i Ne 3
He MawTb JAekopy. Bci apredakTu MaroTb OKpyray GopMy 3 eilcoifHUM BHUCTYIIOM i
JeMOHCTDPYIOTb CJiW 3HOIIYBaHHA Ha BHYTPILIHIA @OBEPXHi, W0 CBiAYUTBH MNOpO IX
BUKOpHUCTaHHA. Ex3eMmigpu BifHOCATbCA [0 THUIY Kijelb 3 MOAOBXEHUM IIUTKOM.
[IpeameTn 3 Asepbaii/pkaHy 3HAXOASTh aHaJIOril cepes CUHXPOHHHUX 3HaXiJJoK EBpasil sk
MPUKpaLIeHUX KOJaMH, TakK i 6e3 opHaMeHTy. Po3Mipu Joc/iKeHUX MpeAMEeTiB NPAaKTHYHO
iIeHTUYHI, 10 [A03BOJIIE MNPUIYCTUTH IXHE HOCIHHA Ha BEJMKOMY IMaJblii 4YOJIOBIKa -
npodecifiHoro BoiHa-y4yHuka. Kinbis sydnuka 3 Azep6aii/pkaHy CJ1if JaTyBaTH B MeXaXx Biji
nepuIoi NoJIOBUHHU A0 KiHIs 13 cTO/ITTS Ta nepiioi NoJIOBUHU 14 CTO/ITTS.

Ha panuit yac Ha TepuTopii Asep6aii/pkaHy BiJOMO YOTHUPH KiCTAHI KiJbLs JIyYHHKa
(BxJro4yatoyu HOBi MaTepiasn). [|Ba 6ysiu BUsiBJIeH] y moxXxoBaHH:AX (3pa3ok N2 1 3 Minreuyesipa
Ta Kisiblle 3 moxoBaHHs Ne 10 B Open-Kaui), a aBa € BunaakoBumu 3Haxigkamu (Illa6paH i
I'upxyipar).

Kamwou4osi cnoea: AsepGaiipkad, cepefHbOBIiUHA apxeoJsioris, BificbKOBa KyJbTYpa,
cTpinb6a 3 JiyKa, MaTepia/ibHa KyJIbTYpa, KiJbls JIyYHUKA
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INTRODUCTION

Archery constituted one of the most significant components of military practice
across Eurasia from Antiquity through the Late Middle Ages. Within this martial
tradition, the thumb-draw technique, characteristic of Inner Asian, Turkic, and
Mongol archery schools, required the use of a specialized protective device known in
various languages as zihgir, sast, or the archer’s ring. Beyond its functional purpose of
safeguarding the thumb during release, this artifact gradually acquired aesthetic and
symbolic dimensions, becoming embedded in the broader system of Eastern visual
and elite culture.

In the medieval period, particularly between the 12th and 14t centuries, archer’s
rings became widely distributed across Central Asia, the Near East, the South
Caucasus, Eastern Europe, and parts of the Balkans. Their dissemination is closely
connected with the mobility of Turkic and Mongol military groups and the diffusion of
mounted archery traditions. The expansion of the Mongol Empire and the
establishment of successor states such as the IlIkhanate and the Golden Horde played
a decisive role in the transmission of specific military technologies, including the so-
called ‘Mongolian release’. Within this context, archer’s rings functioned not merely
as technical accessories but also as markers of professional warrior identity and, in
certain cases, as indicators of elite status.

Despite the recognized importance of mounted archery in the military history of
medieval Azerbaijan, particularly during the period of Mongol and post-Mongol
political transformations, archer’s rings from the territory of the republic have not
previously been subjected to a comprehensive specialized study. Individual finds
have been mentioned sporadically in excavation reports or studies devoted to
medieval crafts and ornaments; however, they have not been analyzed as a distinct
category of military and cultural artifacts.

The present article addresses this lacuna by introducing three bone archer’s rings
discovered at archaeological sites in Azerbaijan: Mingachevir, Gyrkhchyrag
(identified by some scholars with medieval Mahmudabad), and Shabran. These
objects, currently preserved in museum collections, represent rare and informative
examples of protective archery equipment from the South Caucasus. Their
morphometric characteristics, typological features, traces of use, and decorative
elements provide valuable data for understanding both local military practices and
broader intercultural connections.

The primary objective of this study is twofold: first, to introduce these artifacts into
scholarly circulation and systematize available data on similar finds from Azerbaijan;
second, to situate the Azerbaijani materials within the wider Eurasian context of the
12th-14th centuries through comparative and typological analysis. By examining
archer’s rings not only as utilitarian objects but also as elements of Eastern aesthetic
culture, this research seeks to highlight their dual nature as instruments of warfare and
as symbolic artifacts reflecting the social and cultural identity of medieval warriors.

Specimen No. 1 (AF 27450), currently displayed in the exhibition of the National
Museum of History of Azerbaijan, was discovered during archaeological excavations
conducted in the construction zone of the Mingachevir Hydroelectric Power Station
and originates from the so-called ‘Mongolian burial’ of Mingachevir.

Specimen No.2 (AF 28248) represents an accidental find from the medieval
settlement of Gyrkhchyrag (Salyan District, Republic of Azerbaijan).
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Specimen No. 3 (Inv. 1140), from Shabran, is likewise an accidental find from the
medieval settlement of Shabran.

The purpose of this research is to introduce newly identified artifacts into academic
discourse and to critically reassess previously documented objects of a similar type
recovered from archaeological sites in Azerbaijan (Fig. 1). The materials are analyzed
within a comparative Eurasian framework and contextualized among synchronous
finds dating to the 12th-14th centuries in order to clarify their typological
characteristics, chronological position, and cultural significance.
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Fig. 1. Localization of archaeological sites.
1) Mingachevir; 2) Gabala; 3) Shabran; 4) Oren-Kala (Beylagan); 5) Girkh
Chirag/Mahmudabad (source: prepared by the authors’)

LITERATURE REVIEW

Within contemporary Azerbaijani archaeological scholarship, archer’s rings have
not been examined as an independent research subject. Existing references remain
fragmentary and lack systematic analytical treatment. The bone ring recovered from
Burial No.10 at Oren-Kala was reported by V.P.Fomenko in his study of the
mausoleum necropolis (late 13th - early 14t centuries). The publication, however,
was limited to a brief descriptive mention and did not provide morphological
analysis, metric documentation, or functional interpretation. Consequently, the
artifact has remained outside broader comparative studies of medieval martial
equipment and archery traditions?.

1 @omenko B.I1. Packonky MaB3oJiest ¥ HekporoJis 6sn3 ropoauia Open-Kana B 1958 r. Mamepuaswt u
uccaedosaHust no apxeonozuu CCCP. 1965. Ne 133. C. 53, puc. 6.1.
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Consequently, the artifact was not integrated into broader scholarly debates on
medieval military equipment, thumb-draw archery traditions, or Eurasian typological
frameworks of archer’s rings. This example reflects a broader historiographical
tendency within regional archaeology, whereby such artifacts have been recorded in
excavation reports but rarely subjected to systematic technological, functional, or
comparative analysis. Consequently, their role within medieval martial practices and
their potential symbolic significance within material culture studies remain
underexamined.

The subject of our investigation is also mentioned in a monograph by B. Rajabova
devoted to medieval craft products discovered during archaeological excavations in
the territory of the Azerbaijan, particularly ornaments. The researcher provides only
brief information about similar objects identified at the medieval settlement of
Gabala. These specimens were made of metal (copper), decorated with vegetal
ornamentation on the outer surface, and dated to the 12th-13th centuries. She also
suggested their similarity to analogous examples produced from bone, comparable to
the specimens examined in the present studyz.

To date, archer’s rings in Azerbaijan have not been examined as a distinct research
problem. The present study represents the first systematic attempt to analyze these
artifacts within a comprehensive methodological framework. It aims to provide
detailed metric data, establish a typological classification, assess technological
features, and compare the Azerbaijani specimens with synchronous analogues from
broader Eurasian contexts. By situating these finds within the wider tradition of
thumb-draw archery, this research seeks to integrate regional material into global
discussions of medieval martial technologies.

ON THE TECHNIQUE OF ARCHERY IN ANTIQUITY AND THE MIDDLE AGES

Archery has a long and ancient history that began well before the medieval period.
Since its invention in the Mesolithic era, it has served as one of the principal
components of warfare, gradually evolving from a hunting implement into a mass-
lethal weapon. The warrior-archer was a trained professional who continuously
maintained combat readiness through lifelong practice, striving for technical
perfection. Archery constituted the foundation of most field battles and sieges and
remained an integral element of military art until the widespread introduction of
firearms.

When examining societies in which archery became embedded in everyday life, it
becomes evident that each developed its own distinctive types of bows and arrows. It
is well established that intercultural contact influenced both techniques of use and
the materials employed in the manufacture of bows and arrows, leading to the
elimination of technical shortcomings and the gradual refinement of their design.

The archaeologist and orientalist E.S. Morse identified five principal methods of
drawing the bowstring. The weakest and possibly the earliest of these, the so-called
‘primitive’ method, is characterized by grasping both the nock of the arrow shaft and
the bowstring with the straight thumb and the bent index finger (Fig. 2, 1). In order to
ensure a firmer grip and greater convenience when drawing the string, the end of the

2 Racabova B. Azarbaycanin ananavi sanatkarliqg mamulati ve istehsali tarixindan (IV-XVII asrlar): tarixi-
arxeoloji tadqiqat. Baki: Elm, 2009. S. 153.
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arrow shaft was often thickened or provided with lateral notches. According to
E.S. Morse, the presence of such notches constitutes an important indicator of the use
of this ‘primitive’ technique. The next two methods are closely related to the
‘primitive’ type and, as scholars rightly suggest, represent its improved variants,
allowing archers to handle more powerful bows.

The second method involves
grasping the arrow and the
bowstring, as in the previous case,
with the straight thumb and the
bent index finger, while the distal
phalanges of the middle and ring
fingers press against the string,
facilitating the drawing process
(Fig. 2, 2). In the third method, the
arrow placed on the string is held by
the straight thumb and the middle
phalanx of the index finger, while
the distal phalanges of the index and
middle fingers rest on the bowstring
(Fig.2,3). The fourth technique,
termed by Morse the
‘Mediterranean’ draw, consists of
gripping the bowstring with the
bent index, middle, and ring fingers,
while the nock of the arrow shaft is
positioned between the index and
middle fingers (Fig. 2, 4). To protect
the fingers of the right hand and the
wrist of the left hand from injury
caused by the string, special
protective devices were employed,

1) Primitive; 2) Second; 3) Third; including leather glovles and bone or

4) Mediterranean; 5-7) Mongolian leather bracers. This method of

(source: Akmatov 2016) drawing the string is considered one

of the stronger techniques and was

predominantly characteristic of

European populations. The fifth method, known as the ‘Mongolian’ draw (Fig. 2, 5;

2, 6; 2,7), involves pulling the bowstring with the bent thumb, while the index finger,

or both the index and middle fingers, are placed over the thumb, pressing down to
reinforce the grip and increase the strength of the draws.

The ‘Mongolian’ technique is regarded as one of the two most powerful drawing
methods and was primarily characteristic of the peoples of Asia, particularly across
the central belt extending from Japan in the east to present-day Turkey in the west. In
these regions, Japan being a partial exception, the composite bow was widely used,

7

Fig. 2. Bowstringing Methods.

3 Akmamos K.T. O crocobe HaTATUBaHHS TETHUBBI JIyKa y CpeJlHEBEKOBBIX KOYeBHUKOB CpefHed U
LenTpanpHoit Asun. BecmHuk Hosocubupckozo zocydapcmeeHHo2o yHusepcumema. Cepusi: ucmopusi,
¢unonozus. 2016.T. 15, Ne 7: Apxeosorus v atHorpadus. C. 130-131.
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constructed from wood, horn, sinew, and specialized animal-based adhesive.
Archaeological discoveries of protective thumb rings constitute the principal
indicators of the use of the ‘Mongolian’ method of drawing the bowstring*.

FINDINGS FROM AZERBAIJAN: ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITES AND DESCRIPTION OF MATERIALS

Three artifacts of varying degrees of preservation were subjected to scholarly
examination. As noted above, two of them (AF 27450, AF 28248) are currently
exhibited in the National Museum of History of Azerbaijan, while the third (Inv. 1140)
is housed in the Shabran Regional History Museum.

Artifact AF 27450 (Fig.3) was discovered in 1950 during archaeological
excavations conducted on the left bank of the Kura River, within a zone designated for
flooding, at Settlement (‘Site’) No.3 in one of the so-called ‘Mongolian burials’ of
Mingachevir.

Settlement No. 3 was located on the left bank
of the Kura River, on a small hill measuring
approximately 250x300 m, at the entrance to the
Bozdag gorge. Among the local population, this
area was known as ‘Kala-get’ (‘mighty fortress’)s.
The settlement remained in existence until the
early 13th century and was most likely destroyed
during the Mongol invasion. The burials were
discovered in square 48/54 at a depth of 1.5m
and were interred after the destruction of the
settlement, directly upon its ruinsé. The graves
cut through the cultural layer of the settlement
and overlay the remains of earlier architectural
structures’. In total, three Mongolian burials
dating to the  13th-14thcenturies were
investigated at Settlement No. 38.

C— The three burials consisted of oval-shaped

0 0.5 tem ground pits with wooden upper coverings

Fig. 3. Item Ne 1. Archer ring from  secured by forged iron nails. The skeletons were
Mingachevir. National Museum of ~ laid in an extended supine position. The funerary
History of Azerbaijan. AF 27450 inventory included elements of horse harness
(photo by Dmitry Kirichenko) and riding equipment (rawhide straps, iron rings,
buckles, stirrups, and fragments of painted

wooden saddles), iron weapons (knives, chisel-shaped arrowheads and javelin tips),
and a birch-bark quiver. Objects made of precious metals were also found, including a
silver bowl with engraved and gilded vegetal ornamentation and gold question mark-
shaped pendant earrings. Bone artifacts included plaques, buckles, a ring, and

4]bid. C. 131.

5 Baudos P.M. Apxeosiorudyeckue packonku B MwuHreyaype B 1950 ropy. Kpamkue coobweHus
uHcmumyma ucmopuu mamepuaabHol Kyasmypul. 1952. Bein. XLVI. C. 94.

6 Vahidov R.M. Mingagevir III-VIII asrlarda: arxeoloji qazinti materiallar1 asasinda. Baki: Azarbaycan SSR
Elmlar Akademiyasi, 1961. S. 20.

7 Baudoe P.M. Apxeosioruieckre packonku B Munreuaype... C. 95.

8 Kupuuerko /].A. TpenaHUpOBaHHBIN Yepen U3 norpebeHus nepuoga 3osotoit Opasl B MuHreuaype.
Apxeosiozus espasutickux cmeneil. 2025. Ne 6. C. 158.
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appliqués of very fine openwork craftsmanship. Additionally, fragments of leather
boots and garments, such as a robe, shirt, and wide trousers made of silk and brocade,
were recovered®.

S.A. Akhmedov notes that the Mongolian burials may have belonged to
representatives of the middle stratum of the society of that period. The individuals
interred there may have included a state official (a messenger or courier bearing a
paiza) as well as two warrior guards who accompanied him on his journey?°.

Artifact AF 28248 (Fig.4) was discovered in
1969 at the Gyrkhchyrag settlement (Salyan
District, Republic of Azerbaijan) during an \
archaeological survey as surface-collected 3
materialll.

The Gyrkhchyrag settlement is located to the
right of the Baku-Salyan highway, approximately
10-12 km north of the district center, the city of
Salyan. It represents a medieval urban center
situated along major trade caravan routes!2. Some
researchers have identified Gyrkhchyrag with the
medieval city of Mahmudabad, founded by the
ruler of the Hulaguid (Ilkhanid) state, Ghazan
Khan (r.1295-1304)13. It should be noted that in
1295 Ghazan Khan converted to Islam and 0 0.5
adopt(?d the Muslim name Mathd'H' Fig. 4. Item Ne 2. Archer ring from

Artifact Inv. 1140 (Fig. 5) constitutes a chance Girkh Chirag/Mahmudabad.
find from the Shabran settlement (Shabran National Museum of History of
District, Republic of Azerbaijan). Azerbaijan. AF 28248

The  Shabran  settlement is located (photo by Dmitry Kirichenko)
approximately 14 km north of the modern city of
Shabran, in the vicinity of the villages of Shahnazarli, Rahimli, and Gandob, at the
intersection of ancient caravan routes. Archaeological research has established that
the site originated in Late Antiquity and remained inhabited until the 18th century?5.
The fortress of Shabran is known to have functioned until the mid-13th century;
following the Mongol invasion, it was destroyed?6.

1cm

9 Baudog P.M. ApxeoJsiornyeckye packonky B Munrevaype... C. 95.

10 Axmedos C.A. Tlorpe6eHHs] MOHTOJIbLCKUX BOMHOB M3 MuUHrevyaypa M 3aliUTHbIA Bas A6ara-xaHa, Kak
HeHU3y4yeHHBIN acleKT UCTOpuM BOHH 3oJioToil Opabl U rocyfapctBa WibxaHoB. 30/10moopdbiHcKas
yusuauzayus. 2009. Ne 2. C. 162-169.

11 Mammadov R, Kvagidze V. Qirxc¢iraq abidasi. EIm va hayat. 1979.Ne 4. S. 26.

12 Miiseyibli N. Qirx¢iraqda arxeoloju tadqiqatlar. 2000-2001-ci illarda aparilmis arxeoloji va etnoqrafik
tadqiqatlarin yekunlarina hasr olunmus elmi sessiya (¢ol tadqiqatlart va nazari problemlar). Baki: Elm,
2002. S. 46-48.

13 Mammadov R, Kvagidze V. Qirx¢iraq abidasi... S. 27.

14 Anues U.T. (pen.). UcTopus AzepbaiikaHa: ¢ ApeBHENUIINX BpeMeH 10 HavyaJsia XX B. Baky: JsbM, 1995.
432c.

15 Annaxeepduesa C.HU. Topopuiie IlabpaH: apXUTEeKTypHble OCOGEHHOCTH W pPOJb B HCTOPHUHU
Azepb6aiixaHa. Becmnuk Tomckoeo 20cydapcmeeHH020 apxumeKkmypHo-CmpoumensHo20
yHusepcumema. 2024.T. 26, Ne 4. C. 152.

16 locmues T. CpenHeBekoBbIl ropon la6pan. IRS Hacaedue. 2002. Ne 3. C.41-43. URL: https://irs-

az.com/new/pdf/090620180542.pdf
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In the course of analyzing the archaeological
material, a typological dating method based on
analogies was employed, and the morphometric
characteristics of the artifacts were recorded. During
the preparation of the material for publication, a
systematic approach to the classification and
organization of the available data was also applied.

Specimen AF 27450 (Fig. 3) is a ring with an oval
bezel and an ellipsoid projection. It is well polished,
beige in color with brown inclusions. The outer
surface is decorated with an ornament composed of
five incised concentric circles. Dimensions: diameter -
26 mm; height - 7 mm.

Specimen AF 28248 (Fig. 4) is a ring with an oval
bezel and an ellipsoid projection, well polished and
I beige in color. A fragment of the lower part of the
object is missing. Dimensions: diameter - 27 mm;

Fig. 5. Item Ne 3. Archer ring

from Shabran. height - 5 mm.
Historical Local-Lore Museum. Specimen Inv. 1140 (Fig. 5) is likewise a ring with
Shabran city. Inv. Ne 1140 an oval bezel and an ellipsoid projection, well polished

(photo by Dmitry Kirichenko) ~ and beige in color. A fragment is missing on the left
side. Dimensions: diameter - 26 mm; height - 12 mm.

All artifacts were manufactured from bone. Unfortunately, it is not possible at
present to determine the specific species or anatomical origin of the raw material.
The material may have consisted of ivory, deer antler, or another type of animal bone,
including that of a large mammal.

The bone artifacts presented in this publication belong to a type of ring widely
spread in the medieval period, commonly referred to as ‘archer’s rings’.

ARCHER'’S RINGS: EURASIAN CONTEXT, HISTORY, AND FINDINGS

In international scholarly literature, these objects are known by several terms,
including ‘zihgir’, ‘zingir’, ‘sast’, ‘kiistiban’, and ‘englistvane’l’. The term ‘sast’, derived
from Persian, literally means ‘sixty’, and the ring acquired its name from this word. In
archery practice, the first joint of the index finger is positioned over the thumb during
the drawing of the bowstring; this configuration corresponds to the number sixty in
the traditional Arabic finger-counting system!8. These rings functioned primarily as
protective devices, safeguarding the thumb from injury during the drawing and
release of the bowstring?.

The use of the composite bow required a specific draw-and-release technique in
which the principal force was exerted by the thumb, while the remaining fingers
reinforced the grip, hence the designation ‘thumb release’. Because the thumb was
subjected to the greatest mechanical stress, specialized protective equipment was
developed. Although the term ‘archer’s ring’ is widely used in scholarship, the more

17 Olmez F.N,, Ozdamar H. Bir yiizigiin ykiisii: zihgir. Idil. 2017. Vol. 6 (33). S. 1565.

18 Yiicel U. Tiirk Okgulugu. Ankara: Atatiirk Kiiltiir Merkezi Yayinlari, 2015. S. 348.

19 Medsedes A.®. PyuHoe MeTaTesibHOe opyxue (Jiyk u cTpeJibl, camocTpeJ) VIII-XIV BB. MockBa: Hayka,
1966. C. 26.
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precise designations would be ‘thumb ring’ or ‘drawing ring’, reflecting both its
anatomical placement and functional purpose. Nevertheless, the term ‘archer’s ring’
remains predominant in academic usage and conventionally refers to the thumb ring.
As noted in the literature, “the thumb ring is the most important accessory required
by the Turkish archer, for without it he is unable to shoot”2°,

The ‘zihgir’ constituted the most important auxiliary device used in archery. The
ring was typically worn on the thumb of the right hand to protect the joint from injury
during the drawing and release of the bowstring?!. Structurally, the ‘zihgir’ consists of
three principal components: the ‘palate’ or ‘brow’, the ‘ear’, and the ‘threshold’. The
elongated upper section that rests along the thumb is referred to as the palate or
brow. The inner surface, sometimes lined with leather, is known as the ear, while the
outer edge, against which the bowstring is drawn, is called the threshold2z.

Throughout the history of jewelry-making, from antiquity onward, certain types of
rings have served specific functional purposes. This observation applies particularly to
archer’s rings, whose morphology clearly indicates their specialized utilitarian function.

Despite their complexity and significant research potential, archer’s rings did not
attract substantial scholarly interest for a long time, although examples of such rings
were consistently published and, as a rule, properly identified. Finds of ‘zihgirs’
(archer’s thumb rings) are distributed across a vast territory of Eurasia, from the
Pacific Ocean to the Mediterranean coast, and are known from archaeological and
ethnographic collections in Turkey, Iran, China, Korea, and India.

Among the medieval Mongols, there existed a special ritual involving the anointing
of a boy’s thumb with fat when he went hunting for the first time. According to
written sources, the so-called ‘Mongolian’ method of drawing the bowstring was
characteristic not only of medieval Mongols but also of other peoples of Central and
Inner Asia. In certain medieval miniatures, one can more or less clearly observe the
bent thumb pulling the bowstring; there is also a series of depictions in which the
protective thumb ring is distinctly visiblez23.

K.T. Akhmatov, having analyzed depictions of archers in medieval miniatures from
across Eurasia, argues that despite the absence of archaeological finds of ‘zihgirs’ at
certain sites, medieval populations, including the nomadic communities of Central Asia,
were familiar with rings made of hard materials. However, the majority of archers
appear to have shot without protective thumb devices. The limited use of thumb rings
among nomadic groups was likely determined not merely by individual preference but
rather by the specific characteristics of their archery techniques, combat tactics, and
possibly the inconvenience of using such rings in mounted warfare24.

Archer’s rings in the Near East are attested as early as the Late Bronze and Early
Iron Ages?5. They are also known among the Sarmatians26 and other peoples of Late

20 Klopsteg P.E. Turkish Archery and the Composite Bow. Manchester: Simon Archery Found., 1987. P.67-68.

21 Olmez F.N,, Ozdamar H. Bir yiiziigiin 6yKiisii... S. 1565.

22 Aygor E., Acar M. Konya Gevale Kalesi 2019 Yili Kazisinda Bulunan Bir Cocuk Zihgiri ve Karsilastirmali
Arastirmasi. Sanat Tarihi Dergisi. 2022. N2 31 (2). S. 1238.

23 Akmamos K.T. O cnocobe HaTArMBaHUsA TeTUBHL... C. 132-135.

24 |bid. C. 135-136.

25 Porada E. Nomads and Luristan Bronzes: Methods proposed for a Classification of the Bronzes.
Mellink M.J. (Ed.). Dark Ages and Nomads c. 1000 B.C. Istanbul: Nederlands Historisch-Archeologisch
Instituut, 1964. Pl. 1.4a-4b, Pl. 11.1a, 2a.

26 CumoHenko A.B. CapmaTtckue BcagHuku CeBepHoro [IpuuepHoMopbst. Kues: Bug,. O. @intok, 2015. C. 116.
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Antiquity across Eurasia?’. One of the earliest known examples of a ‘zihgir’ is a jade
ring discovered in the tomb of Queen Fu Hao (Henan Province, China), dated to the
late 13th — early 12th century BCE?28,

The present study focuses exclusively on specimens manufactured from bone.
Comparable rings were also produced from bronze, and more rarely from gold, silver,
iron, stone, and even mother-of-pearl.

These objects became particularly widespread during the medieval period, a
phenomenon often associated with the westward migrations of Turkic tribes and,
subsequently, with the expansion of the Mongols, who are thought to have ‘brought’
the archer’s ring westward from the depths of Inner Asia. This type of thumb
protection in archery had already been widespread across Central Asia and China?2?
since early historical periods. The ring was presumably used for drawing short
composite bows30, This assumption is consistent with the well-established fact that
the majority of Turkic and Mongol warriors were mounted archers.

The most significant feature distinguishing Asian and Near Eastern archery
traditions from Western schools is the technique of drawing and releasing the
bowstring with the thumb31. From the territory of the South Caucasus, a bone ‘sast’ is
known from archaeological excavations conducted at the rock-hewn complex of
Uplistsikhe (Georgia), dated to the 12th-13th centuries32. Clear traces of use in the
form of wear marks are visible on the inner surface of the object.

Turning to the Near East, medieval ‘archer’s rings’ have been discovered during
archaeological excavations at Gevale Castle in Konya (central Anatolia, Republic of
Turkey), where one specimen was decorated with an ornament consisting of three
circles, each with a central dot33. Another example was found in the Great Palace of
the Artuqid dynasty at Hasankeyf (Batman Province, Republic of Turkey), dated to
the 12th-13th centuries; this artifact was made of ivory and adorned with geometric
ornamentation3+.

Scholarly literature also records additional bone ‘zihgirs’ from Anatolia: a ring
from a disturbed 11th-13th century cultural layer at Yumuktepe35 (Mersin Province,
Turkey); finds from western Anatolia, including Ephesus36 and Izmir37; and from

27 James S. Dura-Europos and the Introduction of “Mongolian Release”. Dawson M. (Ed.). Roman Military
Equipment: The Accoutrements of War (BAR Int. Ser. 336). Oxford, 1987. P. 77-83.

28 Zheng Zhengiang. The Royal consort Fu Hao and Her Tomb. Rawson J. (Ed.). Mysteries of Ancient China:
New discoveries from the early dynasties. New-York: G. Braziller, 1996. P. 240-247.

29 Rawson J. Chinese jade from the Neolithic to the Qing. London: British Museum, 1995. 463 p.

30 Olmez F.N,, Ozdamar H. Bir yiiziigiin 6yKiisii... S. 1566.

31 Mustafa Kani Bey. Okguluk Kitabi (Telhis-i Resa’ilat-1 Rumat). Istanbul: istanbul Fetih Cemiyeti, 2010.
S.43.

32 Mindorashvili D. Archaeological material of the Earlyand developed Middle Ages from Uplistsikhe.
Minrorashvili D. (Ed.). Uplistsikhe. Thilisi: Georgian National Museum, 2023. P. 86: P1. CL.30, P1. CLIL.40.

33 |bid. Foto 1-2.

34 Unique Medleval Ivory Archer’ s Ring Dlscovered at Hasankeyf. The Archaeologist. szzlzzatzons of the World.

35 Caneval Kéroglu G. Excavations at Yumuktepe: The 2008 Season. 31. Kazi Sonuglart Toplantisi, (25-
29 Mayis 2009, Denizli) / yayina hazirlayanlar Haydar Dénmez, Candas Keskin. Ankara: Kiltiir ve Turizm
Bakanligi Kiiltiir Varliklar: ve Miizeler Genel Miidiirliigt, 2010. P. 337-355. Fig. 8.

36 Piilz A.M. Byzantinische Kleinfunde aus Ephesos. Ausgewdhlte Artefakte aus Metall, Bein und Glas.
Katalog- und Tafelband. Wien: Verlag der Osterreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2020. 294 p.

37 Ersoy A., Celik Ersoy G. Smyrna/Izmir Kazilari Kemik Buluntulari. TUBA-AR [Tiirkiye Bilimler Akademisi
Arkeoloji Dergisi]. 2012. Vol. 15. S.95-113.
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eastern Turkey, notably at Niksar Fortress38 (Tokat Province), broadly dated between
the 12th and 15t centuries. The majority of these Anatolian finds can be associated
with the Turkic archery tradition.

During the period of the Golden Horde (mid-13t - early 15t centuries), archer’s
rings were also discovered in Eastern and Southeastern Europe. Artifacts are known
from excavations at the city of Azak/Azov3% from the Mangup Fortress#’; and
additional ‘zihgir’ finds have been recorded in the Volga region, including the Bolgar
settlement*!, as well as at Sarai Berke and Uvek#2.

The researcher A.F.Medvedev argues that these rings appeared in the Middle
Volga region following the Mongol invasion3. According to the archaeologist
L.V. Volkov, the production of such rings may even have been established in Azak. This
development was associated with the widespread use during that period of the so-
called ‘Mongolian method’ of drawing the bowstring, in which such rings were worn
on the thumb of the right hand#4.

During archaeological excavations of a Golden Horde burial in kurgan 13 near the
village of Malyaevka (Volgograd Region), a bone ring was discovered adjacent to the
right hand of the skeleton, thereby confirming the established method of use?s.

Historical sources indicate that even prior to the Mongol invasion, the peoples of
Central Asia drew the bowstring using the thumb technique. For example, according
to one account, when the Ghaznavid Sultan Mahmud (r.997-1030) sought advice
from his advisors regarding the fate of captured Seljuks, one of them reportedly
suggested “cutting off their thumbs so that they would be unable to shoot with a
bow"46,

Finds of archer’s rings from the fortress of Rentina (Thessaloniki) are dated
between the 13t century and 145347,

Archer’s rings of later periods were widely distributed across the Balkans and
Central Europe“s. Their diffusion in these regions during the late 14th-16t centuries
may be associated both with the continuation of earlier traditions, dating back to the
Byzantine era and linked to nomadic archery practices among the Hungarians of the
‘Conquest period’, the Pechenegs, and the Cumans (Polovtsians/Kipchaks), as well as

38 Yazar T, CelemogluS, Bahar B, YigitpasaD., Diilger 0. Niksar Kalesi 2021 Yili Kazisi. Selcuklu
Medeniyeti Arastirmalari Dergisi. 2022. Vol. 7. S. 66-93.

39 Bosikos U.B. ATpuOyIysi HECKOJIbKUX Bellled M3 30JI0TOOpJbIHCKOro As3aka. A6pamos A1l (pen.).
Apesnocmu Ceseprozo Kaskasa u [Ipuvepromopsbs. MockBa, 1991. C. 174-181.

40 /lywenko A.A. [letasu BoOpy>eHUS U3 KOCTU U pora U3 packonok Maxrymna (mo matepuasam 1990-
2010 rr.). Apesnocmu. 2013. T. 12, Ne 12. C. 292-302.

41 [laavyesa /1.Y. Koctsiuble usfenvs ropozgoB Bommkckoilt Bysnrapuu u Bosrapckoro yiayca 30/10Toi
Opzpbl X-XIV BB.: fuc... K. UCT. H. Kazansb, 2020. 208 c.

42 Medeedes A.®. PyuHoe MeTaTesibHOE opyxHe... C. 26.

43 ]bid. C. 26.

44 Boskos H.B. ATpubynus HecKoJIbKUX Bellel... C. 174.

45 Bonkos U.B. O NPOUCXOXKJEHUH «MOHTOJIBCKOIO» Clocoba CTpesbbbl U3 Jyka. Mamepuasavli u
uccaedosaHust no apxeosozuu CesepHozo Kaskaza. Apmasup, 2003. Beim. 2. C. 154.

46 Akmamos K.T. O cioco6e HaTATUBaHUS TETUBBI JyKa... C. 133.

47 Antonaras A. A Contribution to the Study of Archers’ Rings. Museum of Byzantine Culture. 2004. N2 11.
P.50-67.

48 Bozhinoski G, Cvetanov D. Archer’s rings from Macedonia. Acta Musei Tiberiopolitani. 2024. Vol. 5.
P.157-182; Biki¢ V. Beyond Jewellery: Archers’ Rings in the Medieval Balkans (14th-15t Centuries).
Bosselmann-Ruickbie A. (ed.). New Research on Late Byzantine Goldsmiths’ Works (13th-15th Centuries).
Mainz: Schnell & Steiner, 2019. P. 155-164.
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with their function as status symbols of the local elite, and with the expansion of the
Ottoman Empire.

Research indicates that the thumb placed within the ring typically occupies an
internal diameter ranging between 19 and 24 mm. Taking into account the
deformation of the thumb observed in individuals who regularly practiced archery, a
diameter of approximately 21 mm corresponds to that of an adult male4°.

From the Seljuk period (11t century) until the 15t century, children in the
territory of modern Turkey reportedly began archery training at the age of five or
six50. It is likely that a similar practice existed among children in Central Asia,
preparing them from an early age to become professional mounted archers.

Two bone archer’s rings have been recorded
from the territory of Kazakhstan. One originates
from the Golden Horde settlement of Sarayshyk
(Saraychik), founded in the 13th century on the
right bank of the Ural River5l. The second is
exhibited in the National Museum of the
Republic of Kazakhstan (Astana) and derives
from the settlement of Otrar (Fig. 6)52.

In contemporary archaeological scholarship,
only one typological classification has been
proposed, developed by the archaeologist
D.U. Paltseva. She distinguished two principal
types: Type 1, consisting of circular rings, and
Type 2, comprising rings with an extended
Fig. 6. Thumb ring from Otrar shield. Some specimens are decorated with

(scaleis free). compass-drawn circular motifs scattered across
National Museum of the Republic of  the surface of the objects3.
Kazakhstan. Astana city
(photo by Bakhyt Hasenova)

In subsequent periods, archer’s rings
gradually transcended their purely functional
role and acquired increasingly aesthetic and
symbolic dimensions. The ‘sast’ evolved into an object signifying social affiliation,
serving as a marker of elite status or even as an emblem associated with a ruler or
ruling dynasty. In particular, there are documented cases of ‘zihgirs’ crafted from
gold, silver, and ivory and adorned with precious stones, embodying the refined
aesthetics characteristic of Eastern ornamental traditions. Museum collections
preserve richly decorated archer’s rings attributed to the Ottoman dynasty, the Great
Mughals, and other ruling houses.

The ‘zihgir’ has endured as an important element of archery equipment up to the
present day. It is known that some contemporary sport archers regard the ring as a
talismanic object and prefer not to remove it.

49 Aygor E., Acar M. Konya Gevale Kalesi... S. 1240.

50 |bid. S. 1241.

51 Cupascesa b.A. KoctopesHoe gnesno B KasaxcrtaHe: [peBHOCTb - 3THorpaduveckass COBpeMEHHOCTb.
Cram6y: Uz panue CTaM6yJIbCKOTO YHHBEPCHUTETA], 2025. 211c. DOLI:
https://doi.org/10.26650/B/SSc1.2025.017

52 The information and photographs of the artifact were kindly provided to authors by Kazakh
archaeologist B.M. Khasenova, Candidate of Historical Sciences.

53 [lanvyesa /1.Y. KocTaHble usiena roposos... C. 87.

Eminak, 2026, 1 (53)



MEDIEVAL HISTORY 357

In modern Turkish traditional archery, the use of the ‘zihgir’ remains significant,
actively promoted and transmitted to new generations as part of cultural heritage
practices. In popular Turkish television series such as ‘The Magnificent Century’ and
‘Mehmed the Conqueror’, the archer’s ring is portrayed as a symbol of sovereign
authority. Moreover, in contemporary commercial contexts, including widely used
Turkish online marketplaces, both functional ‘zihgirs’ intended for archery practice
and ornamental versions, ranging from costume jewelry to finely crafted silver or
gold pieces, are readily available.

CONCLUSIONS

The archer’s rings examined in this study represent a distinctive category of
protective military equipment associated with the thumb-draw technique of archery,
a defining feature of Central Asian and broader Eurasian martial traditions.
Manufactured from bone and typologically classified as Type 2 (rings with an
extended shield according to D.U. Paltseva), the Azerbaijani specimens demonstrate
both functional standardization and regional specificity within the wider corpus of
medieval Eurasian material culture.

Morphometric analysis indicates that the rings were most likely worn by adult
male warriors, consistent with the professional status of mounted archers in Turkic
and Mongol military systems. The nearly identical internal diameters of the
specimens suggest a standardized ergonomic adaptation to the anatomy of the thumb
used in the ‘Mongolian’ draw technique. Visible traces of internal wear further
confirm their practical use rather than a purely ornamental function.

The archaeological contexts of the finds, particularly the Mingachevir burial
associated with Mongol-period material culture, situate these artifacts within the
broader geopolitical transformations of the 13th-14th centuries. The circulation of
archer’s rings across Azerbaijan reflects its integration into the military and cultural
networks of the Hulaguid (Ilkhanid) state and the Golden Horde, both of which
employed comparable archery technologies. The presence of such rings at settlement
sites linked to major trade routes further underscores the role of Azerbaijan as a
contact zone within the trans-Eurasian exchange system.

At the same time, the broader comparative evidence demonstrates that archer’s
rings transcended their strictly utilitarian purpose. Over time, they evolved into
markers of social identity and elite affiliation, particularly when produced from
precious materials or adorned with ornamental motifs. Thus, the archer’s ring should
be understood not merely as an instrument of military technology but as a
multifaceted artifact situated at the intersection of warfare, craftsmanship, status
representation, and cultural symbolism.

In sum, the Azerbaijani bone archer’s rings contribute to the growing body of
evidence concerning the diffusion of the thumb-draw archery tradition across Eurasia
and highlight the importance of the South Caucasus within the medieval military-
cultural continuum.
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