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Akinakai of Kelermes Type: New Discoveries in 
Central and Northern Bessarabia

Denis topal

Keywords: akinakai, sword, dagger, Kelermes type, Scythian culture, weaponry, Early Iron age
Cuvinte cheie: akinakes, spadă, pumnal, tip Kelermes, cultura scitică, armament, prima epocă a fierului

This year marks the 50th anniversary of issuing the 
well-known monograph on Scythian weaponry, 
signed by the famous Russian scytho-logist Anna 
Meljukova (1964). According to A. Alekseev, the 
classification presented by Meljukova goes back to 
the ideas of M. I. Rostovtsev and V. A. Gorodtsov.1 
In fact, Vasily Gorodtsov tended to keep to the 
strict classification criteria, the ideal embodiment 
of which, in his opinion, were the classification 
schemes as in natural sciences.

This aspiration to ideal types makes V. 
Gorodtsov the first archaeological taxonomist 
(probably, the first not even in Russia, but in the 
world), because this ‘typological method’ he 
substituted to so called ‘museum classification’.2 
Nevertheless, the study of A. I. Meljukova is an 
example of classification, rather a ‘typological’3 
than a ‘museum’ or ‘collectible’ one,4 since in her 
groups (even allocated by hierarchical principles) 
are hidden chronological and typological observa-
tions. Despite the fact that, the classification of A. 
I. Meljukova still remains the most common and 
generally accepted, the attempts to rethink the 

1  Gorodtsov 1927, 6 after: Alekseev 1991, 272. Though the 
references to Gorodtsov’s book (‘Typological method in 
Archaeology’, 1927) are not presented in the monography 
written by Meljukova.
2  Klejn 2011. I, 648, 652–653.
3  Klejn 1991, 367.
4  Gorelova – Haslavskaja 1991, 61.

classification criteria of Scythian armament do 
not stop. This is quite natural since, as noticed by 
Leo Klejn, the idea of the ‘best typology’ is only 
‘a mirage’ which could be pursued, but never 
achieved.5 The main strategies in classification (as a 
scientific method) could be divided in two groups: 
‘empiric’ (based on main features of artefacts 
and allocation in types due to its similarity) and 
‘positivist’ (hypothesis-deductive procedure).6 The 
latter one provides a deductive selection of the 
features and characters which is determined by 
only the research objectives, i. e. able to bring it to 
the typology as a result. This positivist approach 
could be demonstrated and illustrated on Kelermes 
type of Scythian akinakai.

Basing on the specific combination of some 
features of akinakai (like the shape of the hilt, of 
the blade and the most archaic feature - presence 
of a bight on the handle) A. Voroshilov defined a 
new group of Scythian swords and daggers in the 
forest-steppe zone of the Don region, which he 
named ‘akinakai of Kelermes type’.7 The observa-
tions of A. Voroshilov under this type of Scythian 
akinakai were recently supplemented.8 Earlier, E. 

5  Klejn 1991, 103–105.
6  Klassifikacija 2013, 141–142.
7  Voroshilov 2009, 40; Voroshilov 2011, 157; Voroshilov 2013, 
91.
8  Topal – Brujako 2012, 134–141; Denisov 2012, 66–67; 
Shelekhan 2013, 137–138.

This article presents some new and previously unknown findings of akinakai from the territory of the Republic 
of Moldova. These akinakai belong to Scythian culture and could be attributed to Kelermes type. The chronological 
framework of this type is based on several funeral complexes and determined by 650–600 BC. Distribution of stray 
finds of Kelermes type swords and daggers allow to reconstruct routes of spread of Early Scythian antiquities in forest-
steppes of Don, Volga region and Carpathian basin. Besides that, a special cultural status of this type it is assumed. 
This supposition is based on such complementary indicators as their presence in burials, the existence of prestige 
exemplars and representations of such akinakai on other types of archaeological inventory. Also, the bronze model of 
akinakes (from Medgidia, Romania) is connected with Kelermes type swords and daggers, most likely produced as a 
decoration of the Scythian anthropomorphic sculpture.

Marisia XXXIII, 2013, p. 13–32.
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Černenko proposed this term (Kelermes type) for 
the description of massive ‘butterfly-like’ hilts and 
suggested as a model the sword from Kelermes 
burial (Kuban region).9 Later, M. Pirtskhalava 
attributed to ‘so called Kelermes type’ a group of 
akinakai from Tlia necropolis, Georgia.10 Now 
the fact that Kelermes type is a historiographical 
phenomenon could be affirmed and it is used 
widely like the other types of Scythian akinakai, 
for example – Marychevka type,11 Chertomlyk 
type12 and Solokha type.13 To the present, we 
can count about 30 akinakai with the bight on 
handle and 10 of them come from a well-defined 
archaeological context and therefore have a 
precise chronological position due to connection 
with archaeological context (Pl. 2). Besides these, 
one could include into this group about 20 other 
finds which display very close technological and 
design features, such as shape of triform handle, 
massive ‘butterfly-shaped’ hilt (rarely ‘heart’- and 
‘kidney’-shaped), and the blade with two almost 
parallel edges and median rib, could be added to 
this group.

Modern archaeology evaluates the problem 
of stray finds differently, sometimes stray finds 
have not been regarded as useful in any interpre-
tation. Nevertheless, careful use of data based on 
stray finds may give some positive results.14 So, 
the transformation of finds without any context 
into the archaeological record is an important 
scientific problem. In our case, the informa-
tion about spreading to the West of the Dniester 
river of Kelermes type akinakai was essentially 
supplemented by a group of stray finds. An iron 
sword relatively well preserved was found in the 
forest near Vatici village (Republic of Moldova, 
Orhei district). Besides that, another similar 
akinakes came also from Orhei district – near 
Susleni village. Even though, akinakes from Vatici 
was published in a special paper in Russian,15 I 
consider it is necessary to include the description 
of this item here. The total length of this akinakes 
was about 49 cm (the preserved length is 47,5 
cm). The cross section of the blade is rhombic, 
the edges are parallel having a median rib about 
20 cm. The blade’s length probably was about 39 
cm, the width varies from 4 cm (near the hafting 

9  Černenko 1980, 11.
10  Pirtskhalava 1995, 56.
11  Ismagilov 1981, 126; Vasiliev 2001, 35; Ismagil – Sungatov 
2004, 127; Denisov 2010, 227.
12  Grakov 1947, 104; Guljaev 2009, 147.
13  Agulnikov et al. 2013, 274; Topal 2014.
14  Juodagalvis 2002; Johanson 2006.
15  Topal – Brujako 2012, 134–135, fig. 1/2.

plate) to 3,5 (in the middle). The hilt is triform, 
consisting from three shafts, and the central one 
is rhombic, the length from the pommel to the 
hafting plate is 8,5 cm, the width is 3 cm, the 
thickness is 1 cm. The dimensions of butterfly-
like hafting plate are 7×4,8 cm, the dimensions 
of massive pommel are 5,5×2 cm. Under the 
pommel an iron bight was attached with outside 
diameter about 1 cm.

	 Another original akinakes was found 
not far from the Susleni village (Republic of 
Moldova, Orhei district) (Pl. 1/2; 4/11). This item 
is already the fourth akinakes reported from the 
Orhei district: the other three have been found in 
Vatici (see above), Lukaševka16 (now Lucăşeuca) 
and Butuceni fortified settlement.17 Despite the 
presence of the bight on the handle, this exemplar 
differs genuinely from akinakes from Vatici. For 
example, it’s pommel is more elongated, it’s handle 
is not triform, but has only two massive shafts 
on the edges. The form of hafting plate is heart-
like, so the edges of plate are more rounded and 
facing down. The preservation of this exemplar 
is excellent (what is typical for the majority of 
Early Scythian akinakai), the total length is 51 cm. 
The cross section of the blade is also rhomboid, 
the edges are parallel and the blade has also the 
median rib which occupies about two thirds of 
the length (25 cm). The length of the blade is 38 
cm, the width varies from 3,7 to 3,8 cm. The hilt’s 
length is 8 cm (from the pommel to the hafting 
plate), the width is 2,7 cm, the thickness of shafts 
is about 1 cm. The dimensions of hafting plate 
are 6,5×3,9 cm and the pommel is 7×1,5 cm 
(thickness is 1,2 cm). Under the pommel an iron 
girdle with the bight is attached (diameter is 0,8 
cm, the thickness is 0,5 cm). The form of hafting 
plate, the design of pommel are not so typical for 
Kelermes type, as for some bimetallic exemplars, 
for example, from Stepnoj,18 grave 85 from Tlia 

16  Sergeev 1961, fig. 3. It is advisable to note that the article 
by G. Sergeev provided a historiographical error. So, in 
this publication were mixed up the descriptions of figures 
of stray find from Lukaševka and grave from Suruceni. 
Nevertheless, it was included in Errata on the last page of 
issue, this mistake continues to be repeated (see: Lapush-
njan 1979, fig. 42; Meljukova 1979, fig. 33/5; Stepi 1989, fig. 
27/33; Brujako 2005, fig. 37/11; 43/1)
17  Nikulitse 1977, fig. VIII/4. There is a reasonably doubt 
in this topographical attribution, because this akinakes is 
publicated in monography of Lapushnjan as ‘a stray find 
from Trebujeni’ (Lapushnjan 1979, 115, fig. 43), so the 
connection of this item with Getian fortified settlement of 
4rd–3th c. BC is not so unobvious. Besides, due to archaic 
design of this akinakes and the general absence of Scythian 
swords and daggers on Getian settlements, this location 
looks too unconvincing.
18  Vinogradov 1974, 259.
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necropolis19 or Orbeasca de Sus.20 Perhaps this 
proximity to early bimetallic exemplars could 
explain the unusual design of the hilt (made 
from shafts) which imitates frame bronze hilt. 
A fortiori, some examples of such ‘technological 
rethinking’ of Caucasian ideas in the West are 
known already from the Pre-Scythian period, 
including cold arms.21

The chronological frames of Kelermes type 
could be based on a group of complexes from 
Caucasus and Dniepr region. A special attention 
deserves the eponymous find – a prestige sword 
from burial 1 of Kelermes, excavated in 1903 by 
G. Schultz (Pl. 3/7–7a) and very close analogy 
from Litoj burial (Pl. 3/9–9а), near actual Kirovo-
grad, investigated in 1763 by A. Melgunov22 (this 
discovery was called after his name: Melgunov 
burial mound or Melgunov hoard).23 The date of 
Kelermes complex with sword sometimes varied 
from middle 7th c. BC24 to 7–6th c. BC,25 second 
half of 6th c. BC26 or 6–5th c. BC,27 or even the 
1st half of 4th (sic!) c. BC (as it was dated by the 
author of the first publication E. Pridik, basing on 
the analysis of ‘artifacts of Ancient East, Scythian 
and Greek origin’).28 At the same time, terminus 
ante quem of ‘650–625 BC’ introduced by A. 
Ivantchik29 seems to be the most appropriate. 
V. A. Kisel also proposes even lower dating of 
Kelermes and Melgunov swords – 675–625 BC,30 
basing on the analogies of ornament in the form 
of a triangles and the curved leaves on Urartian 
relief from Adilcevaz of 680–645 BC.31 Besides 
this, other sword, also provided with the bight on 
the hilt from Kelermes is well-known (Pl. 3/10).32

Recently some new akinakai of Kelermes 
type appeared from the investigations of Vladimi-
rovskij cemetery (near Novorossiysk, Russia) 
– from grave 28 (Pl. 3/8) and 135 (Pl. 3/3).33 Both 

19  Tekhov 1980, 223, fig. 3/7.
20  Vulpe 1990: 36, Taf. 5/25.
21  Topal – Brujako 2012, 134.
22  History of this discovery is circumstantially presented by 
Irina Tunkina (Tunkina 2007, 195–202).
23  Pridik 1911, 1–2.
24  Alekseev 1992, 52, 96; Alekseev 2003, 295; Ivantchik 2001, 
282.
25  Artamonov 1966, 18, 91; Il’inskaja – Terenozhkin 1983, 
104; Murzin 1984, 19–20.
26  Rostovtsev 1925, 312.
27  Rostovtsev 1926, 240.
28  Pridik 1911, 21.
29  Ivantchik 2001, 282.
30  Kisel 2003.
31  van Loon 1990, pl. XX, after Kisel 2003.
32  Mantsevich 1969, fig. 2/1; Galanina 1994, fig. 5; Galanina 
1997, cat. 4.
33  Shishlov et. al. 2007, fig. 3/5–6.

of the exemplars are characterized by triform 
handle with the bight and massive butterfly-like 
hafting plate. Unfortunately, this material was 
presented selectively; furthermore, the cemetery 
was generally dated by late 7th – early 6th c. BC. 
However, the iron cheek-piece from the grave 2834 
has wide analogies from earliest barrows from 
Kelermes of 650–625 BC.35 Besides, iron bit from 
the grave 13536 is almost an exact copy of iron 
bit from burial 41 of Fars cemetery, which is also 
synchronous to Early Kelermes group of middle 
7th c. BC.37 

Likewise from Caucasus a complex comes 
from Tlia cemetery (grave 164) with an akinakes 
with the bight under straight pommel (Pl. 3/5).38 
The scabbard of this sword ends with a zoomor-
phic cap. It is necessary to mention the long 
sword (88 cm) with a bight under the pommel,39 
discovered in the layers of Karmir-Blur fortified 
settlement in Armenia (Pl. 3/11), terminus ante 
quem of it’s destroying is middle 7th c. BC.40 
The Caucasian group could be extended with a 
sword from the grave 4, discovered in 1952 near 
Mineralnye Vody, Stavropol41 (Pl. 3/6) with an 
amorphic ledge under the pommel, which also 
could be interpreted as remains of bight.42 Two 
complexes with Keleremes type akinakai come 
from Georgia – grave 102 near Bazaleti43 (Pl. 3/2) 
and grave 110 from Varsimaantkari44 (Pl. 3/4). The 
exact chronology of these complexes could not be 
fixed, but in catalogue of exhibition of 2001–2002 
‘Georgia. Treasures from the Land of the Golden 
Fleece’ the sword from Bazaleti was dated by 7th c. 
BC, and the exemplar from Varsimaantkari – by 
6th–5th (sic!) c. BC45. A sword with a bight on the 

34  Shishlov et. al. 2007, fig. 4/9.
35  Galanina 1997, 16–17, 53–54, 83, 120, fig. 33. Iron cheek-
pieces with three loops belong to the most prevalent types 
in Early Scythian culture on Caucasus (about 130 ex.). 
According to analysis of S. Makhortykh, its chronolog-
ical framework could be determined by middle 7th – first 
decades of 6th c. BC (Makhortykh 2013, 275).
36  Shishlov et. al. 2007, fig. 4/2.
37  Leskov – Erlikh 1999, 74, fig. 39/7.
38  Tekhov 1980, fig. 12/2.
39  Piotrovskij 1959, 177, fig. 6; Kossack 1987, 67, Abb. 25/1. 
The similarity of this akinakes with swords from Kelermes 
and Melgunov was shown by the author of discovery. B. B. 
Piotrovskij 1959, 177.
40  Ivantchik 2001, 59–61.
41  Egorov 1955, fig. 20/1.
42  Nonetheless, this important detail was not mentioned 
by author of publication (Еgorov 1955, 57), though K. F. 
Smirnov drew attention to it (Smirnov 1961, 11)
43  Georgien 2001, Kat. 383; Mehnert 2008, 119, Taf. 53/13.
44  Georgien 2001, Kat. 382; Mehnert 2008, 156, Taf. 85/7.
45  It seems that G. Mehnert is also agree with these dates, 
noting however, that chronology of Bazaleti sword ‘was 
based on outdated typology of A. I. Meljukova’ (Mehnert 
2008, 69, 82).
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handle was found in the grave 1 of barrow 6 near 
Yasnozorje village (Cherkasy region, Ukraine)46 
(Pl. 3/1) with it’s total length of 44 cm. According 
to the authors of this discovery, most of the grave 
goods have analogies in 2nd half of 7th c. BC, for 
example, bilobate arrowheads of Kelermes type, 
bits with stapes-like endings, bronze pendants etc. 
Basing on these analogies the terminus post quem 
of Yasnozorje grave was established as middle 7th 
c. BC, that is to say 2nd half of 7th c. BC.47 

The number of findings associated with 
well-dated complexes or context is much lower 
than stray finds. We know just several stray 
finds from Dnieper region. So, E. V. Černenko 
mentions a group of akinakai with bight on the 
handle from Museum of Dnepropetrovsk (Pl. 
4/15),48 Kiev State Museum (Pl. 4/11), Museum 
of Poltava (Pl. 4/17).49 Another dagger is stored 
in the Museum of Dnepropetrovsk, and its 
provenance is probably connected with the 
territory of Dnepropetrovsk city (Pl. 4/19), i.e. 
on the frontier between steppe and forest-steppe 
regions.50 The most northern find comes from 
Kiev-Vetrjanye Gory51 (Pl. 4/13). A big group of 
stray finds of akinakai with bight on the triform 
handle concentrates in forest-steppes of Volga–
Don interfluves (Pl.. 2). The dagger with broken 
blade (the cross section is rhombic form) with 
median rib and triform shaft handle was found 
near Staroe Zakharkino (Penza region, Russia)52 
(Pl. 4/14). A sword from Museum of Chaplygin 
was found up North to the city (Pl. 4/6), on the 
right bank of Ryasa river, in front of ‘Petropav-
lovskaya pustyn’ monastery.53 In 1980 a sword 
with the blade with parallel edges and apparently 
with remains of the bight on handle54 (Pl. 4/7) was 
found near Krasnyi Log.55

46  Kovpanenko et al. 1994, 53, 55, fig. 6/1.
47  Skoryj 2003, 35.
48  L. N. Golubchik affirms that this dagger corresponds to 
the old collection of the museum and belongs to a group of 
stray finds of Bakhmut county of Ekaterinoslav province 
(now Artemovsk, Donetsk region). It’s interesting that, 
besides the bight under the pommel was made an opening 
(Golubchik 1986, 80, fig. 2/1), probably after the bight 
was broken (Shkurko 1962, 98). А. I. Shkurko determined 
terminus ante quem as ‘middle 6th c. BC’ (Shkurko 1962, 
100).
49  Shkurko 1962, 98–99, fig. 3; Černenko 1980, 12, fig. 6/1-2, 
4.
50  Shelekhan 2013, 136, fig. 1.
51  Belozor – Skoryj 1985, 255, fig. 1.
52  Maksimov – Polesskih 1971, 239–240, fig. 1/4.
53  Klokov 1996, 126, fig. 4/1.
54  The authors of the first publication mistakenly attributed 
this exemplar and basing on analogies from Čertomlyk, 
Durovka and Chastye Kurgany (by oval pommel) dated by 
4th –3rd c. BC.
55  Kornjushin – Puzikova 1995, 32.

An akinakes is stored in Tambov local 
museum, and it was found in Tambov region (Pl. 
4/3)56 with broken bight on a handle.57

From Saratov region come two akinakai 
of Kelermes type: near Vladykino58 (Pl. 4/2) and 
from Arkadak museum59 (Pl. 4/1). In Voronezh 
region, near Yaman, in 2010 was found an 
akinakes with broken bight60 (Pl. 4/4). The same 
article by A. Voroshilov provides a drawing 
and description of a dagger from Kursk region 
local museum (Pl. 4/10), which was found in 
this region.61 Its handle consists of three shafts, 
rounded on the edges and the central of rhombic 
form.62 Besides that, another early Scythian sword 
with the bight under the handle is known in 
Kursk region – from Klyuch63 (Pl. 4/5). The hilt of 
the sword with the bight from Borisoglebsk (Pl. 
4/16) ends with antennae (or, rather volutes),64 
that is not so typical for the majority of Kelermes 
type akinakai.65 Also, here is worth mentioning 
the broken sword from Yulovskaja volost, Volsk 
county,66 now Saratov region (Pl. 4/18).67 Actually 
the most eastern finding of Kelermes akinakes 
could be considered a recently published sword 
from Isakly museum,68 Samara region (Pl. 4/8). 
It’s total length is 51,5 cm, the handle is triform, 
the hafting plate is butterfly-shaped and under 
the pommel there is a narrow iron sleeve with a 
small bight. Other swords and daggers to East of 
Volga (i.g. Argajash, Lugovsk cemetery, Ushbiyik) 

56  Another find from Tambov region (Umyot museum) was 
mentioned by A. N. Voroshilov in his report on the Confer-
ence of young scientists in Moscow (Voroshilov 2013, 92).
57  Klokov – Moiseev 1999, fig. 6/2; 
Voroshilov 2011, 161, fig. 3.
58  Morzherin 2004, fig. 4; Voroshilov 2011, 157, fig. 2/1.
59  Morzherin 2004: fig. 3; Voroshilov 2011, 159, fig. 2/2.
60  Voroshilov 2011, 161, fig. 4.
61  Voroshilov 2011, 162, fig. 5/1.
62  Apalkov 1995, 150, fig. 1/4.
63  Apalkov 1992, 69, fig. 1а.
64  Mulkidzhanjan 1983, 137–139, fig. 1/1.
65  It is well-known a sword from A. A. Bobrinsky collec-
tion (fig. 5/12) with the pommel decorated with small 
volutes (Meljukova 1964, fig. 20/1), which is according to 
some features very closed to Kelermes type. From Southern 
Bashkortostan near Berlyachevo (fig. 5: 11) comes an 
akinakes with triform hilt and massive butterfly-shaped 
hafting plate (Smirnov 1961, 20, fig. 3/7), which could be 
also attributed to Kelermes type, despite the lack of the bight 
under the pommel. This exemplar also was decorated with 
pommel in the form of antennae.
66  However, as it turned out, quite another item came from 
Yulovskaja volost (Maksimov – Polesskih 1971, fig. 2/1), 
and this sword came from the former local Museum of 
history and the place of discovering was never known, but 
one could assume that it was Saratov region (Maksimov – 
Polesskih 1971, 239).
67  Smirnov 1961, fig. 1/5.
68  Denisov 2012, 66, fig. 1.
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also provided with iron sleeves, despite some 
attempts69 could hardly attributed to Kelermes 
type, because by ‘their construction and function’ 
they could not be compared with early Scythian 
swords.70

With no doubt, the bight on the handle 
is the clearest and easily detected sign for early 
Scythian swords and daggers, including even the 
bimetallic ones. K. F. Smirnov has noticed an 
interesting detail on the hilt of sword from Lapot 
(Stenka Razin burial mound), namely the ledges 
‘probably formed as a result of a failed moulding 
of a bight under the pommel’.71 As a result, 
according to him, functional considerations made 
it necessary to punch an opening in the handle. 
This fact as well as bimetallism in the combina-
tion with frame handle were interpreted by K. 
F. Smirnov as ‘archaic Caucasian features’. Such 
bights are known on other bimetallic swords with 
frame handles from Kumbulta-Galiat-Faskau72 
and Kharkov museum of history.73 Generally, 
the manufacturing technology of early Scythian 
frame handles is determined as a ‘Cimmerian’ 
(Pre-Scythian) one. B. A. Shramko, for example, 
explains the preservation of ancient technological 
methods combined with new forms as the result 
of insufficient knowledge of complicated forging, 
forge welding with a well-developed technology 
of bronze moulding.74

In addition, there is another group of swords 
and daggers that could be attributed to Kelermes 
type, basing on their morphological similarity, 
despite of the lack of the bight on handle. One of 
the exemplars recently was found in the exposi-
tion of National Museum of Archaeology and 
History of Moldova, Kishinev, and was discovered 
in 1970s near Lipnic75, Oknitsa district (Pl. 1/3, Pl. 

69  Ismagil 2000, 137.
70  Tairov 2007, 144.
71  Smirnov 1961, 11.
72  In 1900 P. S. Uvarova published the fragments of a bronze 
frame handle from the cemetery near Kumbulta (Uvarova 
1900, tab. XCV/3–4), then A. I. Terenozhkin basing on ther 
collection offered his own reconstruction (Terenozhkin 
1975, 29, 34, fig. 20/6–7). In 1960 E. I. Krupnov published 
the fragments of handle from Faskau (Krupnov 1960, tab. 
XXX/3). It turned out that these fragments are from the 
same sword, but they were published with different names, 
creating a historiographical confusion. More about this 
historiographical curiosity see: Babenko 2006, 54.
73  Babenko 2006, 55, fig. 1; 2/3–4.
74  Shramko 1984, 30–31.
75  Earlier this akinakes was stored in Otaci local museum 
and was attributed as a ‘medieval dagger’ (sic!) of Stephen 
the Great time (probably due to geographical closeness 
to the Lipnic battlefield of 1496). I would like to thank 
V. Bubulici and E. Abyzova (find curators of National 
Museum of Archaeology and History of Moldova) for the 

5/1). Total length of this well-preserved dagger is 
29 cm. The blade with parallel edges and lentic-
ular in section is 17 cm, the width is 2,7 cm, on the 
one side traces of a median rib could be observed. 
The handle is triform and consists of three shafts 
of the same size and same round shape, the 
dimensions are 7,6×2 cm (from pommel to the 
hafting plate), the thickness of shafts is 0,6 cm. 
The pommel is massive oval-shaped, the width 
is 4,5 cm, the height is 1,5 cm, the thickness is 
1,4 cm. The hafting shaft is butterfly-shaped, the 
dimensions are 2,9×5,5 cm.

Perhaps the bights on some exemplars were 
lost in antiquity, or probably were made from 
organic materials. Therefore first of all this group 
is based on such feature like triform handle made 
of three shafts, and the central is usually rhombic. 
It is quite possible that the shape of central shaft 
was influenced by manufacturing of akinakai i.e. 
due to the fact of making the blade with median 
rib and the handle by hot hammering from one 
piece of metal. It seems that on some exemplars 
the central rhombic shaft of the handle is a an 
extension of median rib of the blade, and two 
round shafts on the edges of hilt are rudimen-
tary preserved from frame handles of bimetallic 
akinakai. Namely this detail shows the connection 
between Kelermes type and bimetallic akinakai, 
for which the design of moulded bronze frame 
had constructive importance. According to B. A. 
Shramko, if bimetallism disappears, this design 
becomes not constructive, but ornamental 
imitation.76 Perhaps this could explain ‘frame’ 
and ‘triform’ design of much more late exemplars 
until 5th c. BC. In this regard, akinakes from 
Imirler grave near Amasya (Anatolia, Turkey) is 
especially interesting.77 Long sword from Imirler 
(Pl. 6/10) is often compared to early Scythian 
akinakai, including exemplars from Kelermes and 
Litoj (Melgunov) barrow.78 It is notable that the 
cross section of the blade is rhombic with the rib 
in the middle and the handle with hafting plate 
was covered with iron frame.79

The next most important features could be 
considered the massive pommel combined with 
butterfly-shaped hafting plate, then parallel edges 
of blade with the median rib. Basing on metric 
characteristics (i.e. length of blade) Kelermes type 

information.
76  Shramko 1984, 31.
77  Ünal 1982, 66.
78  Kossack 1987, 67; Ivantchik 2001, 42–48.
79  H. Hauptmann wrote that handle of this sword is made 
of bronze (Hauptmann 1983, 268), but V. Ünal ignored the 
description of this quite important detail.
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akinakai could be divided into three main groups: 
>25 cm; 25–35 cm; 35–55 cm. Akinakai with the 
bight on the hilt are represented in all groups, 
but most of them in latter, while the swords and 
daggers without a bight tend mainly to the first 
two. The aims of the bight or an opening on 
the handle (presented only on early Scythian 
akinakai) have not been clearly defined yet. E. V. 
Černenko suggested that it served to attach a kind 
of a sword-knot in order to wear the sword on 
the hand and ‘to prevent its loss during the fight’.80 
Probably, the high length of the swords with 
bights (as a part of sword-knots) implies the fight 
on horses, i.e. we could assume the equestrian 
nature of this type of weaponry. So, no wonder 
that this functional element is almost completely 
absent on daggers or short swords.

Caucasus is represented by another series 
of akinakai of Kelermes type from Tlia necrop-
olis, e.g. from the graves 93, 94, 106, 128, 129 
and 216 (Pl. 5/2–7),81 and even more, the author 
of the excavations in Tlia emphasizes that they 
have not only the morphological similarity, but 
also the technological closeness: these exemplars 
were made of soft raw steel.82 There is also need to 
mention akinakai from Samtavro cemetery83 (e. g. 
from grave 212 (Pl. 5/13)) and the massive dagger 
from burial pit 12 from Nigvziani, Georgia84 (Pl. 
5/14). Two akinakai were found on the right 
bank of Dnieper river: one of them comes from 
A. A. Bobrinsky’s collection85 and another one 
from Daryevka area (Pl. 5/21) near Shpola,86 and 
besides, the latter, despite the absence of the bight 
under the pommel and heart-shaped hafting plate 
is very close to the exemplar from grave 164 from 
Tlia. As the exemplar from Tlia, it has similar 
bone scabbard’s end decorated in Animal style. 
Also it is very closed to Kelermes type the finding 
from Smela87 (Pl. 5/20). The exemplar found in 
1970s near Slavjanogork, Donetsk region88 could 
be attributed to Kelermes type (Pl. 5/9). It has 
triform shaft-shaped hilt with massive pommel 
without a bight under, but this fact, however, 

80  Černenko 1980, 13.
81  М. Pirtskhalava even in 1995 attributed these akinakai as 
‘so called Kelermes type’, stressing the lack of their prototype 
in Pre-Scythian time (Pirtskhalava 1995, 56).
82  The akinakes from grave 93 is an exception and it was 
forged from high quality steel (Tekhov 1980, 248).
83  Terenozhkin 1975, fig. 20/2–4.
84  Mikeladze – Baramidze 1977, fig. 3/6.
85  Meljukova 1964, fig. 20/1.
86  Il’inskaja 1975, tab. XXXIV/18; Kossack 1987, Abb. 33/1.
87  Shramko et al. 1970, 45, fig. 2/3.
88  Privalova – Privalov 1988, fig. 4/9; Dubovskaja – Podobed 
1993, 46–47, fig. 55/1.

did not prevent the authors to trace analogies to 
Kelermes and Melgunov burials, Yasnozorje and 
Karmir-Blur, the main typological feature for 
them was ‘the hafting plate of Kelermes type’.89 
Stray-find from Sosnovka, Sumy region are also 
among analogies.90 Kharkiv region also gives us 
a dagger of Kelermes type from Russky Bishkin 
(now: Nizhniy Bishkin)91 (Pl. 5/10). Similar forms 
are known for Don forest-steppe: from Lipetsk92 
(Pl. 5/8), Nikolskoe, Lipetsk region93 (Pl. 6/7), a 
well-preserved akinakes from Mordovskiy Karay, 
Saratov region94 (Pl. 5/16), Tugolukovo, Tambov 
region95 (Pl. 6/8) and Yulovskaja volost96 (Pl. 
5/18). A dagger with triform handle, butterfly-
shaped hafting plate and median rib on the blade 
(Pl. 5/15) was found in Voronezh region, near 
Monastyrshchina.97 The exemplar, supposedly, 
from Lugovsk (Orenburg region) is probably the 
most eastern find of Kelermes type sword without 
a bight under the pommel98.

There is a series of swords that we could 
attribute to Kelermes type (despite of the lack of 
the bight) originating from Carpathian-Balkan 
area, e. g. an akinakes found in Ploeşti-Triaj, 
Romania, near tumuli of Bronze age and Ferigile-
type.99 A. Vulpe, the author of the most complete 
catalogue of swords and daggers of Early Iron age 
of Romania, attributed this sword to his Ferigile-
Lăceni type which consists of the swords of 
early stage of Ferigile cemetery (including burial 
mound 41).

Besides this, basing on ‘his typological 
considerations and comparison with prestige 
swords from Litoj (Melgunov) burial mound’ 
he dated this akinakes by ‘1st half of 6th c. BC’.100 
And, indeed, the sword from Ploieşti, despite to 
the lack of hafting plate, is very close to akinakai 
from Tugolukovo and Nikolskoje (Pl. 6/7–8) due 
to hilt’s form and ornamentation of the pommel 
with horizontal parallel lines could be surely 
attributed to Kelermes type. Along this big sword 

89  Dubovskaja – Podobed 1993, 47.
90  Kulatova 1992, 80–84, fig. 1/2.
91  Sibilev 1926, tab. XXV/2; Grechko 2010, 62/1.
92  Klokov 1996, 126, fig. 4/2.
93  Voroshilov 2011, 163, fig/6.
94  Morzherin 2004, 182.
95  Medvedev 1999, 104, fig. 51/3.
96  Maksimov – Polesskih 1971, fig. 2/1.
97  Demidova 1964; Liberov 1965, 75.
98  This item is displayed in Orenburg Governor’s Museum 
of History but the exact place of its discovery is unknown. I 
take this opportunity to thank A. Denisov for information 
about this important find.
99  Vulpe 1987, 177, fig. 2/1; 1990, 32, Taf. 4/16.
100  Vulpe 1990, 33.



19Akinakai of Kelermes Type: New Discoveries in Central Bessarabia

a similar dagger was found (Pl. 6/5).101 Among the 
swords grouped by A. Vulpe into Ferigile-Lăceni 
type, two exemplars of Lăceni variant should 
be mentioned, e.g. eponymous stray-find from 
Lăceni102 (Pl. 6/9) and a sword from burial mound 
41 from Ferigile103 (Pl. 6/4). The swords of Ferigile 
variant do not show so obvious similarity, though 
the exemplar from Curtea de Argeş (Pl. 6/11) has 
triform handle and its pommel is decorated with 
horizontal lines.104 A snaffle of Vekerzug type 
with endings in shape of horse heads (4th variant 
after Kemenczei) was also found with that sword. 
Terminus post quem for snaffles of this type is 
last decades of 7th c. BC105 though in Carpathian 
basin this type penetrates at the turn of 7th–6th c. 
BC.106 And the burial 41 from Ferigile an Curtea 
de Argeş burial A. Vulpe grouped into Ferigile-4 
stage, 1st half of 6th c. BC,107 allthought later he 
dated the 4th stage by entire 6th c. BC, and the t.p.q. 
was determined as ‘late 7th c. BC’.108 To the South 
from Danube, a well-preserved akinakes found 
near Praventsy, Bulgaria is stored in Museum of 
Shumen109 (Pl. 5/17), and it is very close to the 
sword from Kiev-Vetrjannye Gory by design.

The geographical distribution of akinakai of 
Kelermes type is a quite interesting phenomenon, 
these finds practically do not overstep the bounds 
of forest-steppe area of Scythian culture (Pl. 2). 
Furthermore, there are at least two directions 
of their spread: a meridional one for graves and 
latitudinal (both East and West) for stray finds. 

So, it seems those researchers who believe 
that the process of typological formation of 
Scythian akinakes was initiated on Northern 
Caucasus based on Kabardino-Pyatigorsk 
type of daggers110 are closer to the truth than 
others. However we could not ignore the role of 
Transcaucasia, where Scythian weaponry either 
was imported directly or was produced basing 
on northern Caucasian samples,111 and not later 
than middle 7th c. BC, i.e. almost simultaneously 
with appearance of prestige forms of akinakai of 
Kelermes type. As for the high number of stray-
finds from forest-steppe regions (e. g. Don region), 

101  Vulpe 1987, 179, fig. 2/2; 1990, Taf. 4/17.
102  Vulpe 1990, 31–32, Taf. 4/14.
103  Vulpe 1967, 131, pl. XV/2; Vulpe 1990, 32, Taf. 4/15.
104  Vulpe 1967, pl. XVI/1; Vulpe 1990, 31, Taf. 2/13.
105  Kemenczei 2009, 51.
106  Brujako 2005, 273.
107  Vulpe 1977, 91.
108  Vulpe 1990, 125–126.
109  Аtanasov 1995.
110  Leskov 1979; Černenko 1979; Shramko 1984; Ismagilov 
1989.
111  Esajan – Pogrebova 1985, 52.

their concentration causes various discussions 
and versions, for example, of their using in cult 
purposes, ‘sacrificial or memorial cult processed 
even on battlefields’112 or about their connec-
tion with destroyed burial complexes.113 On the 
other hand, the steppes of Don are not the single 
region where the stray finds concentrate. So, 
the stray finds of Scythian swords and daggers 
represent about 75% of the finds in Carpathian-
Dniester or not less than 50% in middle Dniepr 
region.114 Among other things, the concentration 
of stray finds of Scythian weaponry to East from 
Carpathians (e. g. on Bârlad Plateau as well as 
between the Bîstriţa and Târnău ridges) is define-
tely connected with Scythian migrations from 
Moldova to Transylvania.115 

There is an extremely important discovery 
from Lower Danube, related to the problems 
of Kelermes type – an unique bronze model 
of akinakes, found in 1955 near Medgidia, 
Romania.116 This item has been moulded from 
high quality bronze and richly decorated with 
reliefs and carved ornamentation on one side, 
and with two shafts for attachment on another 
(Pl. 6/1). D. Berciu suggested that this find is an 
‘emblem’ for decorating the burial chamber or, 
more likely, is an element of Scythian anthropo-
morphic sculptures,117 which are well-known in 
Romanian part of Dobruja from 6th c. BC.118 

The lack of analogies for this item, as well 
as traces of use do not allow the clear determina-
tion of its function. But it is needed to note that 
the akinakes is one of the most popular elements 
of Scythian sculpture and could be met on more 
than 40% of findings.119 Besides that, on the one 
of Scythian statues from Lower Danube there 
are made several hollows below the line which 
could be used for attachment120 of such kind of 
‘emblem’.121 Regarding the time of producing this 
model, it seems important to solve the problem 
what kind (or what type) of akinakes it presents. 
Such features as parallel edges of the blade, the 

112  Sarapulkina 2005, 162; Voroshilov 2011, 166–167.
113  Razuvaev – Kur’janov 2004, 192.
114  Topal 2005, 29.
115  Especially big concentration is situated near Târgu 
Neamţ, not far from the existing now mountain passes as 
Păltiniş, Tulghez and Bicaz. Mihailescu-Bîrliba – Untaru 
1971, fig. 4.
116  Berciu 1958, 94–102, fig. 1–2; Berciu 1959, 9–18, pl. I–II.
117  Berciu 1959, 18.
118  Ol’hovskij – Evdokimov 1994, 16.
119  Ol’hovskij – Evdokimov 1994, tab. 15; Topal 2005, 29.
120  The distance between these deepenings is close to the 
distance between shafts on the Medgidia model and is about 
20 cm. 
121  Alexandrescu 1958, 292, fig. 3–4.
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shape of pommel and hafting plate allowed 
even the author of first publication of this find 
to compare it with swords from Kelermes and 
Melgunov.122 In addition, the attention could 
be drawn to such details as ornamentation of 
the pommel with horizontal lines123 (e.g. as 
on akinakai from Tugolukovo, Nikolskoe and 
Ploieşti) and the median rib – features which 
are characteristic for Kelermes type. Images of 
animals, e. g. sitting goats (the closest analogy 
is the ornamented hafting plate of Melgunov 
sword) and the decoration of the hilt with a bird 
of prey probably indicate a creative rethinking 
of the Western Asiatic traditions as it is shown 
on prestige ceremonial swords of Kelermes type. 
Most likely it indicates a later time of manufac-
turing of emblem from Medgidia (compared 
with Melgunov sword). So, probably the time 
of producing of this emblem coincides with the 
appearance of Kelermes type akinakai across the 
Prut to the West and the Scythian statues across 
the Danube in the South at the turn of 7th–6th c. 
BC. 

Generally, there are three main approaches 
to the typology of Scythian edged weapon: 
typology based on a combination of the shape of 
pommel and hafting plate; studying functional 
features based on design of blade; working with 
the ‘cultural types’.124 An interesting attempt of 
determination of the cultural types on Scythian 
swords and daggers was made by Andrey 
Alekseev (1991). Being one of participants of 
the archaeological seminar lead by Leo Klejn in 
Leningrad State University, A. Alekseev tried to 
illustrate some theses of L. Klejn on the material 
of Scythian akinakai. His main thesis was the 
idea of the connection between cultural context 
and typological features, therefore the main 
determined problem is searching for the groups 
of artifacts recognized by members of cultural 
society,125 and the searching for these groups is 
impossible without researching the context.126 A. 
Alekseev builds the evolutionary series in accord-
ance with his own theory of consecutive destroying 
of the phallic symbolism in design of akinakai127 
from the ‘primordial’ kidney-shaped (reniform) 

122  Berciu 1958, 105.
123  It is need to mention that the pommels of Melgunov and 
Kelermes swords are also ornamented horizontally: the 
floral ornament in case of Melgunov, and oblique hatching 
in case of Kelermes pommel (fig. 3/7а, 9а; 7/4,6; 8/4).
124  Denisov 2010a, 270.
125  Alekseev 1991, 272.
126  Klejn 1979, 69.
127  A detailed critical analysis of this conception was recently 
presented by Alexander Shelekhan (See: Shelekhan 2013а).

to the ‘abstract’ narrow butterfly-shaped hafting 
plate.128 However, it seems that ‘cultural types’ of 
Scythian akinakai could be determined by other 
complimentary indicators. One of them is the 
presence of prestige (ceremonial) items inside 
a type (or group), i.e. decorated with precious 
metals. Another important indicator is the reflec-
tion in art (e.g. monumental sculpture, toreutics 
etc.). Therefore, due to the fact of wide spread 
of Kelermes type akinakai in burial complexes, 
presence of prestige forms and representations 
(as Medgidia model apparently associated as a 
decoration of statue) we could refer to significant 
involvement of Kelermes type in Scythian cultural 
context. Moreover, the presence of the image, in 
which an ancient artist sought to emphasize the 
most important features, makes possible to judge 
about hierarchy of typological characters.129 This 
fact brings Kelermes type beyond abstract archae-
ological paradigm (i.e. it is possible to determine 
its special status of ‘cultural type’) and allows us 
to see this type in the reflection of the cultural 
context in all its diversity.

128  Alekseev 1991, 276–279.
129  Alekseev 1991, 275.
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Rezumat

Articolul introduce în circuitul științific unele 
descoperiri inedite de pumnale de tip akinakes de 
pe teritoriul Republicii Moldova. După mai mulți 
parametri, acestea pot fi atribuite tipului Kelermes. 

Limitele cronologice ale acestui tip sunt 
determinate de analiza inventarului funerar din 
mormintele cu akinakai și pot fi stabilite în mijlocul – a 
doua jumătate a sec. VII î.Hr. Răspândirea descope-
ririlor fortuite de akinakai de tip Kelermes permite 
reconstrucția rutelor de pătrundere a vestigiilor scitice 

Denis Topal
High Anthropological School University

Kishinev, MD

timpurii în silvostepele Donului, regiunea Volgăi și 
Bazinul Carpatic. În baza analizei mai multor indici 
ce se completează reciproc – prezența în morminte, 
existența unor forme de paradă și a reprezentă-
rilor acestor akinakai pe suprafața altor categorii de 
inventar arheologic – se presupune statutul cultural 
deosebit al tipului respectiv. Astfel, cu tipul Kelermes 
poate fi legată descoperirea modelului de akinakes 
turnat din bronz din Medgidia, care, probabil, a fost 
executat pentru a împodobi o sculptură antropomorfă 
scitică.
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Plate 1. Akinakai of Kelermes type from Republic of Moldova
1–Vatici; 2–Susleni; 3–Lipnic.
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Plate 3. Kelermes type akinakai with bight on handle (from complexes)
1–Yasnozorje, b.6, gr.1; 2–Bazaleti, gr.102; 3–Vladimirovskij, gr.135; 4–Varsimaantkari, gr.110; 5–Tlia, gr.164;

6 – Mineralnye Vody, gr.4; 7, 7a, 10–Kelermes, b.1; 8–Vladimirovskij, gr.28;
9, 9a–Litoj (Melgunov) burial mound; 11–Karmir-Blur.
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Plate 4. Kelermes type akinakai with bight on handle without any archaeological context.
1–Arkadak; 2–Vladykino; 3–Tambov region; 4–Yaman; 5–Kljuch; 6–Chaplygin; 7–Krasnyj Log; 8–Isakly; 9–Vatici;

10–Museum of Kursk; 11–National Museum of Ukraine; 12–Susleni; 13–Kiev-Vetrjanye gory; 14–Staroe Zakharkino; 
15–Bakhmut (Artyomovsk); 16–Borisoglebsk; 17–Museum of Poltava; 18–Saratov region; 19–Dnepropetrovsk
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Plate 5. Kelermes type akinakai without bight on handle.
1–Lipnic; 2–7–Tlia (2–gr.129, 3–gr.106, 4–gr.216, 5–gr.94, 6–gr.128, 7–gr.93); 8–Lipetsk; 9–Slavjanogorsk; 10–Nizhnij 
(Russkij) Bishkin; 11–Berljachevo; 12–A. A. Bobrinskij collection; 13–Samtavro, gr.212; 14–Nigvziani, gr.12; 15–Monas-

tyrshchina; 16–Mordovskij Karaj; 17–Praventsy; 18–Yulovskaja volost; 19–Rzhaksa; 20–Smela; 21–Shpola-Darievka
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Plate 6. Close analogies to Kelermes type.
1–Medgidia; 2–4–Ferigile (2–stray find, 3–b.1, 4–b.41); 5–6–Ploeşti-Triaj; 7–Nikolskoe; 8–Tugolukovo;

9–Lăceni; 10–Imirler; 11–Curtea de Argeş
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Plate 7. Ceremonial sword from Litoj (Melgunov) burial mound (after Pridik 1911)
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Plate 8. Ceremonial sword from Kelermes burial (after Galanina 1997)
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