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A Sogdian Drinking Game at Panjikent

This article reconsiders the religio-ritualistic interpretations of the use of the rhyton within
eighth-century CE Sogdiana. Through a close art-historical analysis, it argues that three
eighth-century wall paintings from Panjikent illustrate a drinking game. This proposal
expands the current breadth of meaning attributed to the imagery decorating Sogdian
homes. Not only could the paintings illustrate epic narratives, religious veneration, or
moral didacticism, but they could also celebrate conviviality, fun, and humor.
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Clothed in splendid silk kaftans and accompanied by unique beribboned creatures,
four men sit cross-legged between bowls abounding with fresh fruits (Figure 1). A
man wearing a cantaloupe-colored kaftan holds a golden camel-protomed object
out to another man in a white kaftan with a floral wreath placed on top of his
head.1 To the far left, a man has unbuttoned his tawny-colored kaftan, baring his
pale stomach. On the opposite far right, a fourth man with broad shoulders and a
narrow waist raises a rhyton. This attendee dressed in white tilts back his head as a
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1This object with the head and forebody of a camel and a serpent-like tail might be a figurine, or
perhaps some kind of vessel. Boris I. Marshak read this object as representing a double-spouted rhyton
with two animal heads, a camel and an elephant (Zeimalʹ, Drevnosti Tadzhikistana, 219; Baulo and
Marshak, “Silver Rhyton,” 137).
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stream of red liquid flows from the gold ram-protomed vessel directly down into his
mouth.

These four men, clothed in the latest Sogdian fashion, appear to revel. The party
guests converse with one another, their hands waving as they conduct lively discus-
sions. The two central guests exchange words, while the guest baring his midriff
appears to have surpassed the others in the quantity of wine he has imbibed, and
is relaxing in a joyful drunken state. The handsome guest lifting the rhyton
catches the outpouring stream of red wine in his open mouth without a stray
drop staining his brilliant white kaftan. In this article, I argue that the scene depicted
is a drinking game, and this guest dressed in white is taking his turn to drink from
the rhyton.

The image, an eighth-century CE Sogdian wall painting from sector XXIV, room 1
(hereafter XXIV:1) at Panjikent,2 is famous in pre-Islamic Central Asian art.
However, with the notable exception of the eminent Sogdian art scholar Boris
I. Marshak, scholarship has not recognized the pleasure or humor expressed in this
painting.3 Discussions have typically focused on the figure holding the rhyton, scruti-
nizing his actions in isolation from the other attendees and the painting’s architectural
setting. This decontextualization has affected interpretation, with the result that the
use of the rhyton in Sogdiana has commonly been associated with a ritualistic practice,

Figure 1. Wall painting with banqueters, XXIV:1 Panjikent, Tajikistan, Sogdian,
c. 740–750 CE.

Source: State Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg; Panjikent Archaeological Expedition, inv. no. SA-16235. Photograph
© State Hermitage Museum. Photo by Leonard Kheifets, Pavel Demidov.

2This site has numerous spellings based on transliterations from Sogdian, Tajik and Russian: Pendz-
hikent and Piandzhikent, found in several bibliography entries, are the most common variations from the
Russian.

3Marshak, Legends, Tales, and Fables, 21; in an article on a rhyton in the shape of a female acrobat,
Boris I. Marshak suggests without elaboration that this type of rhyton might have been tossed around the
room in a game-like manner (Baulo and Marshak, “Silver Rhyton,” 136–7).
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sometimes loading to speculation that the figure drinking from the rhyton is a priest.4

Each iteration of this interpretation cites a 1966 article by Dorothy Shepherd on silver
rhyta. The author reads each animal protome of a rhyton as the personification of a
deity; indicates that the liquid flowing from it should be haoma, a beverage drunk in
ancient Zoroastrian rituals; and ultimately links the use of the rhyton in greater Iran
with a Zoroastrian rite.5

This article argues that the wall painting with a rhyton scene from XXIV:1, along-
side two other contemporary wall paintings from Panjikent that also depict a man
drinking from a rhyton, XXV:12 (Figure 2) and XXV:28 (Figure 3),6 does not rep-
resent a religious ritual, but the parameters and protocols of a lively drinking game
suitable for multiple kinds of celebrations.7 This paper will first introduce the space

4For example, see Jäger, “Rhyta im präislamischen Zentralasien”; Jäger, “Rhyton”; Juliano and Lerner,
Monks and Merchants, 307; and Louis, “The Hejiacun Rhyton,” 211–12; for identification of the drinker
as a priest see Jäger, “Rhyta im präislamischen Zentralasien,” 198.

5Shepherd and Ternbach, “Two Silver Rhyta,” 299–301; Shepherd acknowledges in her article that
she has no direct visual or textual evidence for this connection, but goes on to write:

[t]he logical assumption would seem to be that our rhyton [that in the Cleveland Museum of Art,
accession number 64.96] was made to be used in a ritual connected with the rites of investiture, or
a ritual feast celebrating such an event … [a]lthough we have no direct evidence of the use of the
rhyton in this connection, it would seem safe to assume that it may well have been. There is ample
evidence to indicate that the rhyton was essentially a ritual vessel. In each of the several illustrations
of the rhyton in use … the scene is of a ritual character. It may not be apparent, at first glance, that the
gleeful little tippler of the [Cleveland] Museum’s silver bowl is preforming a ritual act, but there can be
little doubt that he is. (Shepherd and Ternbach, “Two Silver Rhyta,” 301)

6The publication of each of these wall paintings has warranted different discussion. Aleksandr
M. Belenitskii formally describes the banqueters of XXIV:1 inMittelasien: Kunst der Sogden alongside
eight colored plates. In 1985 Marshak wrote a catalog entry for an exhibition on ancient Tajikistan
featuring the painting (Zeimal’, Drevnosti Tadzhikistana, 219). In both descriptions the horn-shaped
rhyton is highlighted, likely the impetus for later publications’ focus on this activity. The paintings
from XXV:12 have received minimal attention. Drawings of two sections of banqueters from the
western wall are included in an article on a silver rhyton in the form of a female acrobat in 2001
(Baulo and Marshak, “Silver Rhyton”). The article draws a comparison between the boots worn by
the female acrobat under discussion and the boots worn by the figurine (argued to be a rhyton in
the article) held by the attendee on the far right in the wall painting (Figure 2). The section from
the southern part of the western wall is featured in a publication on conservation projects at the Her-
mitage (Nemchinova, Restavratsiia v Ermitazhe, 59–61). Marshak and Valentina I. Raspopova discuss
the paintings from XXV:28 in three publications (Marshak and Raspopova, “Sogdiiskoe Izobrazhenie
Deda-Zemledel’sta;” Marshak and Raspopova, “Une image sogdienne;” Marshak and Raspopova,
“Wall Paintings.” The first two in Russian and French focus on the harvesting subject on the northern
wall, while the English publication treats the room and wall paintings more fully, albeit with minimal
descriptions of the banqueting imagery.

7One such celebration appears to be for a fall harvest, which is depicted in the second painting register
in XXV:28 (Figure 3). Unlike the other wall paintings with a rhyton scene (Figures 1 and 2), the first
register with banqueters and the second register with the harvest in XXV:28 are not separated by a
band of pearls (Marshak and Raspopova, “Wall Paintings,” 157).
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in which these paintings were found and outline the key visual distinctions between a
formal banquet and a drinking party according to wall paintings from Panjikent. It
will then consider how guests drank from a rhyton, and suggest how the game
might have been played based on a close study of the paintings’ details.

Figure 2. Wall painting with banqueters, XXV:12 Panjikent, Tajikistan, Sogdian,
c. 740–750 CE.

Source: The State Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg; Panjikent Archaeological Expedition, inv. no. SA-16238. Photo-
graph © State Hermitage Museum. Photo by Leonard Kheifets, Pavel Demidov.
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Sufa-Lined Gathering Rooms

The wall paintings under study were excavated at the Sogdian city of Panjikent in
present-day northwestern Tajikistan. Eighth-century CE Panjikent was not particu-
larly large or wealthy, but for modern art historians and archaeologists, Panjikent is
spectacular. Since excavations began in 1946, a large number of well-preserved wall
paintings have been discovered in the palatial citadel, the temple complex, and
notably in private homes in the residential area of the city.8 All of the rhyton scene
wall paintings were excavated from gathering rooms lined with a sufa, a built-in
bench, in private homes.9 The painted banqueters were positioned just above the

Figure 3. Wall painting with banqueters, XXV:28 Panjikent, Tajikistan, Sogdian,
c. 700–722 CE.

Source: The State Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg; Panjikent Archaeological Expedition, inv. no. V-2738, 2739,
2740, 2741, 2742. Photograph © State Hermitage Museum. Photo by Leonard Kheifets, Pavel Demidov.

8For publications with a large number of photographs of Sogdian wall paintings from the residential
region of Panjikent, see Azarpay, Sogdian Painting; Belenitskii, Mittelasien: Kunst der Sogden; and Bele-
nitskii, Monumental’noe iskusstvo Pendzhikenta.

9The most common type of room for gatherings is termed by Russian archaeologists a reception hall
(Russian paradnii zal). It is characterized by a square plan, sometimes with wooden columns at the
corners that support a wooden raftered ceiling; high walls, which accommodated multiple registers of
wall paintings; and, opposite the doorway, a cult wall with its protrusion in the sufa (Kulakova, “The
Art of Sogdiana,” 90). All of the rhyton scene wall paintings (XXIV:1, XXV:12, and XXV:28) come
from this type of gathering room. Room XVI:10, from which a wall painting with a depiction of contrast-
ing formal banquet comes, is typologized by Russian archaeologists as a less common type of room for
gatherings, a “chapel” or a “home sanctuary” (Russian kapella or domashnoe sviatilishche). Though the
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sufa in a register that wrapped around all four walls of the room.10 The rhyton scenes
were part of larger multi-register painting programs, most of which are only fragmen-
tarily preserved.11 Visitors, seated on the bench with their backs to the wall, would
have looked out to see the paintings decorating the room around them, with the
rhyton scene positioned directly behind fellow banqueters lining the sufa. This view
taken in from across the room would have made it impossible to study any figure
in isolation. Rather, groups of figures within one’s viewing range would have been
taken in together, inviting comparison with the real banqueters seated directly in
front of them at eye level. These images would have acted as idealized representations
of the guests and the actions intended for the space, while the registers above could be
unconnected.12 This separation of subject in the lowest painting register from those
higher is typical for gathering room painting programs, for example the placement
of independent tale and fable panels on the lowest painting register with an epic
narrative in the register above, as in VI:41 and XXI:1 Panjikent.13

The Formal Banquet and the Drinking Party

Details of party guests depicted in the wall paintings from Panjikent are often included
in surveys of Sogdian art. Discussions usually label the banquet as representative of
quotidian imagery;14 highlight the luxurious silks worn and their influences;15

speculate on the collective occupational identity of banqueters;16 or include

two room types share features of a built-in bench and an open central floor plan, the “chapel” has some
unique features that include an entrance through a vestibule, a lower ceiling, a rectangular plan, and a
niche on a podium in place of a divine image. Profane and secular uses have been attributed to the
chapel; however, in either reading, and like the reception hall, these rooms crucially brought individuals
together. For a brief history of the discussion surrounding the debated function of so-called chapels, see
Lur’e, “Eshche raz o ‘Kapellakh’,” 89–90.

10Belenitskii,Mittelasien: Kunst der Sogden, 112, 119; and Marshak and Raspopova, “Wall Paintings,”
figs. 23, 27, 29, 31, 34.

11The most well-preserved second register of such a room survives from XXV:28 (Figure 3, in
addition, see Marshak and Raspopova, “Wall Paintings,” figs. 23, 27, 29, 31, 34); also see the upper
third of Figure 2, and the feet visible in the upper right section of Figure 1.

12In at least one case, XXV:28 (Figure 3), the banquet might indeed be connected with the imagery of
a fall harvest in the second register. Unlike other wall paintings with a banquet, the first register is not
divided from the second with a border (Marshak and Raspopova, “Wall Paintings,” 157).

13See respectively Marshak, Legends, Tales, and Fables; and Kulakova, “Rospisi paradnogo zala XXI.”
14For example, see Belenitskii,Mittelasien: Kunst der Sogden, 208; Azarpay, Sogdian Painting, 117–18;

and Belenitskii and Marshak , “The Paintings of Sogdiana,” 63–4.
15For example, see Belenitskii, Mittelasien: Kunst der Sogden, 111; Marshak, “So-called Zandanījī

Silks,” figs. 29, 30, 31, 32, 33; and Raspopova, “Textiles Represented in Sogdian Murals,” figs. 36, 42,
43, 44, 45; Marshak in Sims, Marshak, and Grube, Peerless Images, 121.

16Merchants for XXIV:10 based on a black wallet hanging from the banqueters’ belts rather than a
long sword (Belenitskii and Marshak, “L’art de Piandjikent,” 18; Belenitskii, Mittelasien: Kunst der
Sogden, 110–11); artists for XXIV:1 based on the tool cases attached to their belts (Marshak, Legends,
Tales, and Fables, 20–1). However, these are also worn by the merchants, and has since been questioned,
for example by Larisa Kulakova, see Kulakova, “The Art of Sogdiana,” 184; a family of agriculturists for

842 Hensellek

https://doi.org/10.1080/00210862.2019.1667224 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1080/00210862.2019.1667224


Sogdian representations of the banquet alongside that of the hunt in studies mapping
the long tradition of razm u bazm in the visual culture of greater Iran.17 Banquet
scenes are typically addressed as a single category, but it is possible to identify two dis-
tinct types of festivities attended by party guests—always male in Sogdiana18—represented
in wall paintings.19 A differentiation can be proposed based on seating posture, the nor-
mative ways in which the kaftan can be styled, and the social activity in which the guests
are engaged.

The first type of festivity is a formal banquet, exemplified by the row of banqueters
from XVI:10 Panjikent (Figure 4).20 At the formal banquet, attendees sit rigidly
upright and turn their heads stiffly to speak with one another. They sit at a regular
interval with their knees overlapping one another. Most attendees wear their kaftan
closed with the lapels turned up and buttoned closed around the neck. Only select
guests have the privilege to open the lapels of the kaftan, which expose a contrasting
color of the inner lining and a tunic worn underneath. Each attendee sips a beverage
from a personal drinking vessel.

The second type of festivity represented is a less formal banquet, which I call a
rhyton scene and here interpret as the drinking party. These scenes with a rhyton
are illustrated in the first and lowest of multiple painting registers in rooms
XXIV:1 (Figure 1), XXV:12 (Figure 2), and XXV:28 (Figure 3) at Panjikent. The
attendees sit in more relaxed postures, turning more freely to neighbors with some
torsos in a three-quarter view, while extending their arms to indicate a more animated
conversation. The guests are seated with more space between one another, often at
irregular intervals, with servants, entertainers, or fruit dishes placed in between. At
first glance, the figures in the rhyton scene appear quite similar to those attending
the formal banquet. The attendees all have round faces with small features and are
clean shaven, except for a thin mustache; all wear a belted two-toned kaftan, with

XXV:28 based on the harvesting scene in the register above (Marshak and Raspopova, “Wall Paintings,”
157).

17Marshak in Sims, Marshak, and Grube, Peerless Images, 16, 18, 121.
18Though the known Sogdian painting corpus confirms only men’s attendance at either the formal

banquet or drinking party, in southern Uzbekistan (neighboring Tokharistan) wall paintings of a
formal banquet show that women—and indeed women of an elevated status—were actively engaged
in this activity alongside men. I am investigating the formal banquet in Tokharistan according to the
wall paintings from Balalyk Tepe in a future publication with the German Archaeological Institute.
Women are likewise included in depictions of feasting and drinking on funerary monuments belonging
to Sogdians or Sogdian descendants in China. See the large corpus of imagery alongside a short discussion
on banqueting imagery on these monuments in Wertmann, Sogdians in China, 149–57.

19This differentiation does not include depictions of a banquet taking place within a pictorial epic, as
in the case of a banquet scene in VI:1 Panjikent (Belenitskii, Voronina, and Kostrov, Skul’ptura i zhivopis’,
pl. 8). This painting illustrates a wholly unique set of guests wearing distinct garments and accessories
specific to an epic narrative.

20For an in-depth study of the formal banquet in Sogdiana based on the wall paintings from XVI:10,
see Hensellek, “Banqueting, Dress, Sogdian Merchant.”A sub-category of the formal banquet is that set
within a sacred space and probably representing a sacred festivity. Such a banquet decorated a small room,
I:10, in the Temple I complex at Panjikent (Iakubovskii et al., Zhivopis’ drevnego Piandzhikenta, pls. 9,
10).
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one fabric for the trim and one for the body; and this garment accentuates the ideal-
ized masculine body type of broad shoulders and a wasp-thin waist. Upon closer study,
however, the range of ways in which the kaftan can be styled varies. In the rhyton
scenes attendees do not wear the kaftan closed high around the neck, as most attendees
do at the formal banquet. Rather, the kaftan is worn with at least one lapel pulled
open, exposing the lining of the right front panel of the garment. As common as
wearing only one lapel pulled open is wearing the kaftan with two lapels pulled
open in the rhyton scenes. This manner of styling the kaftan with two lapels open
is exceptional among the group attending a formal banquet.21 In the rhyton scenes
the figures with two lapels unbuttoned do not wear undergarments, but expose a
bare chest. Unique to the drinking party is wearing the kaftan unbuttoned and
baring the midriff (Figure 1).

Scanning differences in accessories, no guest wears weaponry to the drinking party;
all guests simply wear a thin tool case or a small purse. If a guest unbuttons only one
lapel, the cap consistently remains on the head, usually with bangs visible on the fore-
head (Figures 2 and 3). The ability to open two lapels corresponds with removing the
cap (Figures 1 and 3). Thereafter, a fresh floral wreath is placed on the head in place of
the removed cap, exposing a popular undercut hairstyle. In XXIV:1 (Figure 1), the
guest actively drinking from the rhyton has recently received his wreath: he wears
his kaftan with two lapels open, but his cap still covers his hair with the wreath tem-
porarily strung around his neck.

In addition to seating posture and the range of ways in which the kaftan is styled,
the drinking party is indicated by the social activity taking place. Attendees in the

Figure 4. Wall painting with formal banqueters, XVI:10 Panjikent, Tajikistan,
Sogdian, c. 700–722 CE.

Source: The State Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg; Panjikent Archaeological Expedition, inv. no. SA-16215, 16216,
16217. Photograph © State Hermitage Museum. Photo by Leonard Kheifets, Pavel Demidov.

21Hensellek, “Banqueting, Dress, Sogdian Merchant.”
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rhyton scene do not uniformly hold and drink from an individual cup or shallow bowl
like the attendees of the formal banquet. Rather a rhyton—and sometimes multiple
rhyta22—is used and shared among all the attendees. The stream of liquid flowing
from the rhyton in the paintings is always red, most likely red wine,23 a popular bev-
erage in Sogdian culture.24

Drinking from the Rhyton

The following discussion of how party guests in Sogdiana would have used the rhyton
is based on my observations of the eighth-century wall paintings under discussion,
close studies of sixth- to eighth-century silver rhyta (Figures 5 and 6),25 and exper-

22The banqueters wrapping around the room in XXV:28 use multiple rhyta. An attendee actively
drinks from a bird-shaped rhyton on the northern wall (Figure 3). The object in the shape of a head
of a mountain ram, which one of the attendees holds, is also perhaps a rhyton. On the southern part
of the eastern wall an attendee holds a horn-shaped rhyton with the head of a gazelle (see Marshak
and Raspopova, “Wall Paintings,” figs. 29, 30). In XXV:12 there are at least two horn-shaped rhyta in
use on the western wall (see Baulo and Marshak, “Silver Rhyton,” figs. 3, 4). A figure on the northern
end holds a peculiar curved object, which might be some kind of vessel. Marshak argues that the figurine
held by the attendee to the far right on the southern end of the wall is a type of figural rhyton (Figure 2)
(see Baulo and Marshak, “Silver Rhyton,” 137).

23Haoma has also been suggested, but this beverage is a creamy white color with ingredients including
the twigs of the hom plant, twigs of the pomegranate tree (not the fruit), stream water and milk (Boyce,
“Haoma”).

24Wine is the only beverage mentioned among other foodstuffs in the eighth-century Sogdian econ-
omic documents discovered at the Mt. Mug citadel. One document, б–2, specifically records the delivery
of wine for an evening banquet (Bogoliubov and Smirnova, Sogdiiskie dokumenty, 29–31); Just beyond
Panjikent’s city walls, archaeologists uncovered a winery dated to the ninth century CE (Marshak, “Pan-
jikant”). Vineyards and wine production in the region corresponding to ancient Sogdiana still exist today:
for example, the historic Xovrenko winery and museum in Samarkand.

25The rhyton in the form of a saiga antelope (Figure 5) head now in the Metropolitan Museum of Art
was found in a hoard with three other vessels—notably including a second saiga antelope rhyton—in a
village near present-day Lutsk, Ukraine in the early nineteenth century (Trever and Lukonin, Sasanidskoe
serebro, 122). This rhyton has most recently been attributed to workshops further north and east of Sasa-
nian Iran, as well as given a later date into the seventh century (Harper, “Rhyton: Tête d’antelope saïga,”
119–20). Although there has also been speculation about the location of production of horn shaped
rhyton terminating in the head of a gazelle (Figure 6) now in the Arthur M. Sackler Gallery being
further north and east (Harper, Royal Hunter, 38), its dating has remained in the fourth century,
despite scholars questioning that the rhyton’s closest parallels in form are indeed with rhyta dated to
the seventh and eighth centuries (Gunter and Jett, Ancient Iranian Metalwork, 206–7; and Harper,
Royal Hunter, 36). The fourth-century argument is grounded on technical and stylistic features: the
use of spot gilding, and a hatching technique used to signal fur on the animals circling the upper neck
of the horn of the vessel (Gunter and Jett, Ancient Iranian Metalwork, 206; and Harper, Royal
Hunter, 36–8). Though these technical and stylistic features are indeed found on Sasanian plates attrib-
uted to the earlier centuries of the empire, both of these features are likewise found on silver of seventh-
and eighth-century Sogdiana and Greater Khorasan. In Sogdiana and Greater Khorasan hatching is often
used to emphasize the fury belly or another distinct part of an animal (for example, see Marshak, Sil-
berschätze des Orients, figs. 25, 27, 57, 63), but there are cases in which hatching is used to depict
allover fur like those animals represented on the horn of the rhyton with the gazelle head (for
example, see Marshak, Silberschätze des Orients, figs. 82–5). What does appear to be distinct to the depic-
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Figure 5. Silver rhyton in the form of a head of a saiga antelope, hoard said to be
found in the region around Lutsk, Ukraine, produced Greater Iranian or Central
Asian, sixth to eighth century CE.

Source: Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; Rogers Fund 1947, acc. no. 47.100.82.
(a) Silver rhyton in the form of a head of a saiga antelope.
(b) Detail of the lid and ventilation hole on the silver rhyton in the form of a head of a saiga antelope.
Photograph by Betty Hensellek; Courtesy of the Department of Ancient Near Eastern Art of the Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York.
(c) Detail of the indentations on the underside of the silver rhyton in the form of a head of a saiga antelope.
Photograph by Betty Hensellek; Courtesy of the Department of Ancient Near Eastern Art of the Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York.

tions of animals on silver from seventh- and eighth-century Sogdiana and Greater Khorasan is an outlin-
ing of the horns, antlers, or other unique characteristics of the species (for example, see Marshak, Sil-
berschätze des Orients, figs. 20, 25, 27, 42, 61). This outlining at the base of the horns is indeed
present on the large gazelle’s head of the rhyton, and likewise appears on a ceramic rhyton in the
form of a bull’s head dated to the sixth to eighth century (see Bijl and Boelens, Expedition Silk Road,
cat. 151), and on a fragment of a silver rhyton in the form of a bull’s head excavated from an eighth-
century burial near the village of Vesliana in the Komi Republic, Russia (see Savel’eva, “Khronologiia
pogrebal’nykh kompleksov Veslianskogo,” 95, fig. 3.2). With the gazelle-headed rhyton, the silver
rhyton from Vesliana also shares the spout structure, inlaid eyes, a gilded band around the neck, and
fluting along the vessel’s neck. This combination of features suggests that the rhyton in the Arthur
M. Sackler Gallery is very likely a seventh- or eighth-century work of Central Asia, and not fourth-
century Sasanian Iran.
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imentation with a replica of a Sogdian rhyton (Figure 7).26 Despite the survival of
several sixth- to eighth-century rhyta from Central Eurasia—silver,27 ceramic,28 and
even a unique agate stone version29—the technique of drinking from a rhyton is

Figure 6. Horn-shaped silver rhyton terminating in the head of a gazelle, Greater
Iranian or Central Asian, sixth to eighth century CE.

Source: Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery, Smithsonian Institution, Washington DC; Gift of Arthur
M. Sackler, S1987.33.

26I commissioned a replica of a Sogdian rhyton to be made by metalworking artist Majid Abedi at the
Tabriz Arts University on a trip to Iran in March 2018. Abedi created the rhyton based on the represen-
tation of the rhyton in the wall painting from XXIV:1 Panjikent (Figure 1) and the silver rhyton in the
collection of the Arthur M. Sackler Gallery (Figure 6). The rhyton replica is made of silver-plated copper
and has inlaid agate eyes. Though the replica’s size and form are fairly accurate, its weight is heavier than a
wholly silver sixth- to eighth-century rhyton.

27E.g. Savel’eva, “Khronologiia pogrebal’nykh kompleksov Veslianskogo,” 95, fig. 3.2; Marshak, Sil-
berschätze des Orients, figs. 220–3; and Baulo and Marshak, “Silver Rhyton,” figs. 1–2; for additional
silver rhyta, which are attributed to Gandhara and Tibet, see Colburn, “From the Mediterranean to
China,” figs. 7.25, 7.30.

28The most widely known and disseminated ceramic rhyton form from Iran is that in the shape of a
horn with a small animal’s head at the spout and a larger human face—usually a woman’s head—in the
neck of the vessel (for example, see Colburn, “From the Mediterranean to China,” 327 fig. 7.20; for an
example from Nippur see Harper, The Royal Hunter, cat. 83; from Kish see Langdon and Harden, “Exca-
vations at Kish,” 27–8, fig. 28); examples of a similar composite form rhyton, but with a man’s head are
found in burials from western China (for example, see Colburn, “From the Mediterranean to China,”
345, fig 7.34); ceramic rhyta of various forms have been found in Sogdiana proper (for example, see Mesh-
keris, Terrakoty Samarkandskogo Myzeia, cat. 365, 366, 368), including one in the shape of a bull’s head
(Bijl and Boelens, Expedition Silk Road, cat. 151).

29This unique agate stone rhyton was found in a hoard in the village of Heijia in Shaanxi Province,
China. See Louis, “The Hejiacun Rhyton.”
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rarely addressed.30 Not addressed at all is how the guest drinking from the rhyton
might have interacted with the unique rhyton form, and how fellow guests filling
the room might have interacted—or perhaps interfered—with the current rhyton
drinker.

The rhyta depicted in the Sogdian wall paintings are of two distinct types: a trun-
cated horn terminating in the large head of a wild animal, or in the shape of a wild
animal, whether the full body or simply the head.31 For the former type, the
opening in the upper neck of the horn is wide and the spout at the bottom, from
which the wine is dispensed, is small, allowing only a narrow stream of liquid to

Figure 7. Drinking from the replica rhyton created by Majid Abedi in Tabriz, Iran,
March 2018.

Source: Courtesy of Monica Eisner.

30Robert Koehl has exceptionally undertaken an in-depth study of rhyton types in the Bronze Age
Aegean, dedicating an entire chapter to how different types of rhyta may have been filled and drunk
from (Koehl, Aegean Bronze Age Rhyta, 259–76).

31Boris I. Marshak suggested that the figurine in the hand of the attendee wearing a blue kaftan in
XXVI:12 (Figure 2) likewise represents a silver rhyton in the form of a Silenus-like figure drinking
from a rhyton (Marshak, Silberschätze des Orients, 267; Marshak, “Silver Rhyton,” 137). Rhyta in
unusual and anthropomorphic forms do exist (e.g. in the form of a female acrobat, see Baulo and
Marshak, “Silver Rhyton,” figs. 1–2, or in the form of a horseman, see Marshak, Silberschätze des
Orients, 220–3), but I am doubtful, because the attendee holds the object out with both hands to the
attendee next to him, who already has a rhyton in his hand.
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pass through. The wide opening at the top would allow for the rhyton to be filled by
pouring liquid from another spouted container directly into this opening. A cap, or
most simply and probably the drinker’s thumb, would need to be placed on the
small spout to prevent the liquid from draining during filling. For the latter type, a
wide opening and narrow spout likewise characterize the vessel. However, because
the wide opening is not positioned higher than the spout, a lid is needed to seal
the wide opening, like that of a surviving silver rhyton in the shape of the head of
a saiga antelope (Figure 5a and b).

To fill this type of rhyton, the drinker’s thumb would need to be placed on the
spout while directed towards the floor. Upon filling the vessel, the lid could be
attached to the wide opening and then the rhyton safely tilted upright. As a detail
on the saiga antelope rhyton confirms, a ventilation hole at the top of the vessel
would allow for air to replace the dispensed liquid, and thus pour from the spout
smoothly.32 Filling either rhyton type would require two people, most likely the
drinker seated holding the rhyton steady and plugging the spout, and an attendant,
who could fill the rhyton from above. After being filled, the rhyton could not be
set down, because not only would the spout need to remain plugged, but the vessel
would also roll over, being footless.

To hold either rhyton type, one would need to place the neck of the animal’s head
into the palm of the hand. The four fingers would support the neck of the vessel and
the thumb of the same hand could plug the spout. The rhyton in the form of an ante-
lope’s head indeed has ergonomic indentations along the underside of the vessel’s neck,
which provide a secure grip (Figure 5c).

To prepare to drink from the rhyton, the drinker would need to curl the arm in,
holding the animal’s mouth ten or fifteen centimeters from their own mouth. This
position would stage a kind of confrontation between the drinker and the animal
forming the rhyton. On the rhyta in the paintings and on most surviving rhyta of
the greater region, the spout is placed directly between the lips of the animals
(Figures 5 and 6), not in the chest as was standard on earlier rhyta of the Achaemenid
and Parthian periods.33 Thus, the drinker needed to stare into the eyes of the beast,
many of which on surviving first millennium CE rhyta are large and would originally
have been inlaid with stone (Figure 6). The resulting image of the drinker coming face
to face with the animal might have been humorous for fellow attendees, whose snick-
ers could throw off the concentration of the drinker. To begin drinking, the thumb
would be released and wine would begin to flow, appearing as though the beast
were spitting into the guest’s open mouth.

32On the rhyton in the shape of the head of a saiga antelope (Figure 5) there is also a hole on either
side of the head, but these would have accommodated inset ears, which are now lost.

33See a number of examples pictured throughout Ebbinghaus, “Feasting like the Persian King,” and the
Parthian section of Colburn, “From the Mediterranean to China”; however, this statement is not to say
that rhyta in the shape of an animal’s head with the spout placed between the lips of the animal did not
exist in earlier periods. See, for example, handled Thracian examples in Ebbinghaus, “Creatures of Dio-
nysos,” figs. 5.29, 5.30; or a rhyton attributed to Achaemenid Iran found during the early expeditions to
Siberia in Lukonin and Ivanov, Lost Treasures of Persia, cat. 13.
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As with the techniques used to drink from a Spanish porrón, catching the stream of
wine in one’s mouth is only the first of several steps needed to take in mere seconds
(Figure 7). The second is determining when and how often to swallow the contents to
allow for the continuous flow of wine, which is surprisingly difficult without bringing
the lips together. Third is extending the arm to place the rhyton at a greater distance
away from the mouth. This movement and the continual decrease in liquid held by the
rhyton shifts the curve of the wine stream falling from the spout. One could then shift
the hand away from the spout with confidence, as the drinkers do in the paintings
(Figures 1, 2 and 3).

The Drinking Game

The exact rules of the drinking game cannot be reconstructed. Perhaps attendees fol-
lowed a set of instructions, as for example deduced from inscriptions on a Tang era
drinking game set from Dantu, Jiangsu province, China,34 or perhaps the rules
were suggested and modified by the host and fellow attendees, as is often the case
when drinking together from a Spanish porrón. One’s turn typically ends when all
of the wine in the vessel is drunk, or more often, when one’s calculations are misjudged
or concentration is lost—usually by the fault of fellow guests—and wine begins to
splash outside of the mouth. At this point, the first player having emptied some of
the wine from the rhyton, it would be possible to tilt the vessel back slightly—not
requiring the thumb to continuously stop the small spout—in order to pass the
vessel to a neighbor.35

Looking carefully at the dress and accessories of the painted attendees, further pro-
tocols and parameters of the game are revealed. Unlike the formal banquet, and indeed
all other activities for which a kaftan is worn in eighth-century Sogdiana, no guest
wears a garment under the kaftan at the drinking party. By not wearing an undergar-
ment one can quickly undo the frogging of the kaftan or remove the kaftan entirely if
wine begins to splash outside of the mouth and drip onto the neck and chest. Despite
taking this precaution of eliminating undergarments, the majority of guests wear light-
colored kaftans. Only two figures stand out in darker colors, both red. Playing a game
that hinges on miscalculations and distractions that cause spilled red wine would put
any light colored garment in danger. Choosing to wear a light-colored kaftan, and in
particular brilliant white, would have been a way to show off one’s skill. A red kaftan,
on the other hand, would be more forgiving, able to hide stains. Wearing red would
have been ideal for either first-time attendees or guests content with their lack of talent

34For images of the game stand and draw sticks, translation of the draw sticks, and a discussion of
drinking games in Tang China, see Harper, “The Analects Jade Candle.”

35Decorative elements in the vessel appear to have functioned to some degree as indicators for this.
When commissioning the replica of the Sogdian rhyton, fluting was incorporated along the base of
the vessel’s neck like the rhyton in Arthur M. Sackler Gallery (Figures 6 and 7). By experimenting
with the replica, it was discovered that the upper edge of this fluting marked a liquid line at which
the rhyton could be tipped back and passed, no longer needing the thumb on the spout. Since the
vessels are single walled, the hammered fluting is indeed conspicuous from the inside of the vessel.
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for drinking from a rhyton. The actions of the attendees depicted on XXV:12 (Figure
2) are particularly revealing in this regard: the figure on the far right, who wears light
blue, presumably an experienced rhyton-drinking host or guest, holds a small figurine,
or perhaps a rhyton itself.36 This figurine appears to be a model demonstrating how to
drink from the rhyton. Thus, the experienced drinker in the light-colored kaftan uses
this model to teach the game to a first-time rhyton-drinking guest in a red kaftan.

The folding out of the kaftan’s lapels appears to play a role at the drinking party.
Comparatively, at the formal banquet the way one’s kaftan lapels are styled is indica-
tive of one’s social position: most guests wear their kaftans buttoned closed around the
neck, while only a few have the privilege to open both lapels. This opening of the lapels
corresponds with wearing the most gold-encrusted accoutrements, sitting further
forward than other guests in attendance, and occupying a seat in the room from
where one can always see and be seen by everyone in the space.37 At the drinking
party, it seems that the lapels were used light-heartedly and as part of the game.
Turning out the lapel of a garment type shared among all attendees would have
been an easy means of keeping score in a game underway. At the drinking party
this appears to be an indication of those who are leading the game. In XXIV:1
(Figure 1) both figures who wear two lapels open also wear bright white kaftans. In
XXV:12 (Figure 2), all of the kaftans are worn with only one lapel turned out.
This suggests the start of the game, especially because here the guest in red is actively
learning how to drink from the rhyton. In XXV:28 (Figure 3) a number of guests wear
one lapel open, but the guest on the far left appears to be doing well in the game,
having two lapels pulled open and a wreath placed on his head.

An added challenge of the game might include putting on a bracelet at one’s turn.
At the formal banquet attendees wear small gold bracelets on each wrist, but at the
drinking party, there is only evidence for the drinker with the rhyton wearing a
gold bracelet (Figures 1 and 2). Perhaps the single bracelet was made of a heavy
material such as iron, which would make extending the arm for the purpose of a
game even more strenuous and difficult.

Winning any drinking game poses a greater challenge than simply possessing the
aptitude for the physical or mental task at hand. As the game progresses and more
alcohol is consumed, the task of catching the wine in one’s mouth becomes increas-
ingly difficult. The key to winning, or merely surviving the game, hinges on finding
balance and self-restraint in order to not become completely inebriated.38 The

36Boris I. Marshak suggested that this object represents a silver rhyton in the form of a Silenus-like
figure drinking from a rhyton (Marshak, Silberschätze des Orients, 267; Baulo and Marshak, “Silver
Rhyton,” 137). Rhyta in unusual and anthropomorphic forms do exist (e.g. in the form of a female
acrobat, see Marshak, “Silver Rhyton”); however, how one would drink from the object as depicted,
and why the attendee holds it out with two hands to the attendee in a red kaftan who already has a
rhyton in hand, bring doubt to this suggestion.

37Hensellek, “Banqueting, Dress, Sogdian Merchant.”
38Thurnell-Read, “Drinking Games,” 497; also see the discussion by MarekWecowski about balancing

alcohol consumption during drinking games at symposia in ancient Greece, Wecowski, Rise of the Greek
Aristocratic Banquet, 52.
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bodily consequences of consuming too much alcohol are shared among all human
beings, and most of these are humiliating, unpleasant and potentially dangerous.
The game with the rhyton presents an exceptional challenge, because one’s skill at
drinking from the rhyton might be directly correlated with the amount of wine
one is required to consume—maximally the entire rhyton in a single turn. For
those guests new to the game or with poor hand–eye–mouth coordination, their
clothing and seat pillows would soak up more alcohol than consumed. As the game
progressed, this natural balancing mechanism would allow for those less coordinated
to catch up with the more skilled rhyton-drinkers, whose mental and physical agility
would slowly dwindle. However, the act of spilling wine, and especially of staining the
clothes, could have given the illusion to fellow guests of one being more drunk than
one really was. An early Islamic treatise describing mechanical devices used for drink-
ing games discusses a figurine giving this illusion as a prank. One would discard one’s
wine dregs into the goblet held in the hand of a small figurine. Once filled to capacity,
the other hand of the figurine would raise, at which point one would pass the figurine
to an unaware guest and instruct them to continue feeding it their wine dregs. At the
next filling the figurine would spill the accumulated liquid contents onto the unsus-
pecting guest.39

Alternatively, there may have been penalties for those spilling and splashing wine.
In ancient and modern games, penalties often revolve around drinking more. At the
Greek symposium this type of penalty included drinking neat wine or wine mixed
with sea water.40 In the Tang and Five Dynasties period in China, numerous
poems recount an over-sized vessel called the gong 觥, which attendees needed to
use as a punishment during drinking games.41 This sort of penalty would have been
particularly reasonable for the rhyton game because it would force the less coordinated
players to drink as much as the skilled rhyton-drinkers. In XXIV:1 (Figure 1), the
guest on the far left appears to be representing a penalty position. This guest has
removed his belt, an action taken in battles in Central Asia to symbolically and phys-
ically demonstrate defeat, for example as depicted in a narrative on a wall painting in a
neighboring home (XXII:1) at Panjikent.42 He has furthermore unbuttoned his
kaftan, which not only prevents him from utilizing the lapels, but has also transformed
his body. This attendee no longer sports the idealized body figure of a narrow waist
and broad shoulders that other attendees with the properly worn kaftans still main-
tain. Instead he sits half-naked exposing a pot belly, a body type shared with Dionysiac,
Kubera-like figures, many of whom are depicted joyfully drinking from a rhyton
on banqueting vessels and associated objects (Figure 8).43 After a certain amount of

39Al-Jazarī, The Book of Knowledge, 115–17.
40Wecowski, Rise of the Greek Aristocratic Banquet, 54.
41Louis, “The Hejiacun Rhyton,” 229; Harper, “The Analects Jade Candle,” 81.
42Marshak, Legends, Tales, and Fables, figs. 103–4.
43See the images in medallions on several clay vessels from western China (Jäger, “Rhyta im präisla-

mischen Zentralasien,” figs. 22–6); on a bronze medallion from the Ferghana region of Uzbekistan (Meli-
kian-Chirvani, “The Iranian Wine Horn,” fig. 15); and on a silver bowl attributed to Sasanian Iran
(Colburn, “From the Mediterranean to China,” fig. 7.23).
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wine, one would have likely come to terms with this position. Having reached a point
at which one’s physical appearance and mental state could be compared to a deity—
possibly the Sogdian god Wahšu44—could have been a humorous point of drunken
pride.45

Figure 8. Silver plate with the image of a man drinking from a rhyton, said to be from
near Tank, Pakistan, Gandharan, fourth to sixth century CE.

Source: The British Museum, London; Gift of Mansel Longworth Dames in 1937, acc. no. 1937,0319.1. Photograph ©
Trustees of the British Museum. All rights reserved.

44Markus Mode has proposed this figure type within the Sogdian context to be the Sogdian god,
Wahšu (Mode, “Die Religion der Sogder,” 164–6); Boris Marshak discusses this figure type on the
British Museum plate (Figure 8) as Kubera from the Indian pantheon of gods (Marshak, Silberschätze
des Orients, 265–76); alternatively Assadullah Souren Melikian-Chirvani suggests that this recurring
figure type might not be a religious, but rather a literary figure, the “Magian Master,” the Persian Pīr-e
Moghān (Melikian-Chirvani, “The Iranian Wine Horn,” 112–13).

45Despite being drunk, this figure is not depicted as being excessively drunk. In contrast is a depiction
of a man drinking from a horn-shaped animal-headed rhyton on a panel of a funerary couch from China
belonging to a Central Asian, possibly a Sogdian. The man is portrayed as excessively drunk with his feet
raised in the air nearly tumbling from his divan. Significantly this man too has completely unbuttoned his
kaftan (see Musée Guimet, Lit de pierre, 22, fig. 20–1, 26; and Wertmann, Sogdians in China, 152, 156).
Thank you to the anonymous reviewer for bringing this particular funerary couch to my attention.
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Conclusion

I would like to emphasize that I am not claiming that the rhyton was part of a drink-
ing game on all occasions, and certainly not for all cultures or across time.46 This argu-
ment reconsiders the largely unexamined ritualistic interpretation for the use of the
rhyton specifically within the context of eighth-century Sogdiana. In this study, I
have looked at the wall paintings in their fuller painting programs. This approach
has established that the rhyton drinkers’ dress, accoutrements and actions are inter-
connected with—and should not be read without—the other figures within the
given wall painting register, and makes sense of the placement of these wall paintings
in the gathering rooms of private homes. This study furthermore considers the distinct
form of the rhyton in the period: that is, an animal’s head dispensing liquid through its
mouth, rather than the animal’s head as a decorative detail built into a fixed horn
shape.

Finally, one might consider that a drinking game is in fact a social ritual. In studies
of the ancient world, the term ritual usually connotes a religious or cultic activity with
a divine subject. However, many social activities are likewise practiced and defined by a
key set of consistent actions and behaviors, albeit with human subjects, constituting a
ritual by definition. Banqueting, drinking parties, and the ensuing drinking games in
the ancient world, as today, are prescribed with protocols that make appropriate, for
example, what one should wear, what and how one eats and drinks, how and where
one sits, and how one interacts with others. The wall paintings discussed here
appear to be models for the parameters of such an occasion, in that they demonstrate
how, in theory, the social ritual works correctly.

Thus, the two interpretations for the use of the rhyton in Sogdiana, the religio-
ritualistic and ludic, are not mutually exclusive. The religious ritual and the social
ritual in the ancient world, as today, cannot be entirely separated from one
another. However, this is not to say that I believe that the rhyton scenes have an
ambiguous meaning, but rather that subjects of the divine and the human realms
can overlap one another. This appears to happen in the rhyton scene from XXIV:1
(Figure 1), where the artist may have made an allusion to a Sogdian deity through
the dress, body type, and posture of the figure holding the rhyton. The interpretation
of the rhyton scenes as a drinking game introduces a new and significant dimension of
Sogdian culture into the known pictorial repertoire. The scenes reveal that like the
activities of the eighth-century Sogdians themselves, the subject matter of the wall
paintings decorating their homes were not always about recounting a linear pictorial

46There is textual support for the use of the rhyton in drinking games in ancient and medieval China.
François Louis’ article on the agate rhyton from the Hejiacun hoard brings attention to a vessel type called
the gong觥 referred to in Chinese literature. The gong is usually associated with sauceboat-shaped vessel;
however, earlier writers describe the gong as a wine horn. In a tenth-century book on ritual objects by Nie
Chongyi, the gong is described as a vessel from which one drinks as a penalty in drinking games. Though
the shape of the vessel is not chronicled in detail, an illustration of an animal-headed rhyton accompanies
the text with the caption gong (Louis, “The Hejiacun Rhyton,” 201–3, 229–30, fig. 1).
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narrative, religious veneration, or moral didacticism, but also about conviviality, fun,
and humor.

Note on transliteration:

All Russian terms are transliterated according to the American Library Association
and Library of Congress, but without the diacritical circumflex over ts for ц, iu for
ю, and ia for я; the breve ĭ for й; and the dotted ė for э; authors’ names originating
in the Cyrillic script are given according to this system with any variation by publi-
cation given in parentheses in the bibliography.
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