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Steppe Origins?
Looking at the Interaction between China and the Steppe
through the Origin and Development of the Curled
Beasts Pattern in the Scythian Beast Style
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Abstract

There is a tendency to overemphasize the influence of the steppe in
the discussion of the relationship between the Eurasian steppe and ancient
civilizations in China. However, many famous artworks from the steppe
were actually produced by artisans in China. This article takes the so-
called “steppe-originated” “curled beasts” ornament as an example. It
first appeared in the ancient agricultural civilization in the Chinese region,
where it played a role in the worship of insects and embodied the ideal of
“emerging from the cocoon” and becoming immortal. It initially took
shape in the middle reaches of the Yangtze River in the fourth millennium

B.C. E. and showed a complete and consistent development trajectory.
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After the warrior kings of Yin-Shang became rulers in the Central Plain,
many artworks of the curled beasts appeared on the steppes. Although the
steppe people did not understand its inherent implications, they
consistently copied the Chinese model and styled the animal with an
elongated body, curling up like a worm. Therefore, this popular curled-
up pattern in the steppe zone did not originate from their observation and
knowledge of beasts but from their imitation of the Chinese civilization,
which developed and expanded according to its own cultural logic and
spread from east to west. This pattern first emerged in the far east end of
the steppes and expanded westward only later. This pattern’s spatial and
temporal distribution clearly shows that its origin is the ancient Chinese
civilization and is an example of the Chinese civilization’s influence on

the steppe, not the other way around.

Keywords: steppe, farming, ethnicity, Scythian, curled beasts
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