THE UNIVERSITY of EDINBURGH

Edinburgh Research Explorer

[Comment on] Riding, Ruling, and Resistance: Equestrianism
and Political Authority in the Hungarian Bronze Age

Citation for published version:
Bendrey, R 2022, [Comment on] Riding, Ruling, and Resistance: Equestrianism and Political Authority in
the Hungarian Bronze Age', Current Anthropology, pp. 306. https://doi.org/10.1086/720271

Digital Object Identifier (DOI):
10.1086/720271

Link:
Link to publication record in Edinburgh Research Explorer

Document Version_:
Peer reviewed version

Published In:
Current Anthropology

Publisher Rights Statement:
Accepted for publication by Current Anthropology on 06/08/2022. https://doi.org/10.1086/720271. ©2022 The
Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research. All rights reserved.

General rights

Copyright for the publications made accessible via the Edinburgh Research Explorer is retained by the author(s)
and / or other copyright owners and it is a condition of accessing these publications that users recognise and
abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

Take down policy

The University of Edinburgh has made every reasonable effort to ensure that Edinburgh Research Explorer
content complies with UK legislation. If you believe that the public display of this file breaches copyright please
contact openaccess@ed.ac.uk providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately and
investigate your claim.

OPEN () ACCESS

Download date: 04. Sep. 2023


https://doi.org/10.1086/720271
https://doi.org/10.1086/720271
https://www.research.ed.ac.uk/en/publications/d3e80d3c-9221-401a-9c4c-eb8478ab488d

Robin Bendrey
School of History, Classics and Archaeology, University of Edinburgh, William Robertson Wing, Old
Medical School, Teviot Place, Edinburgh, EH8 9AG, UK (robin.bendrey@ed.ac.uk)

This is an exciting and very welcome contribution that takes a new look at the emergence and
impact of domestic horse husbandry and use for transportation in Bronze Age Europe. Kanne’s case
study considers the tell societies of the Hungarian Bronze Age, and captures a key transformative
sequence for human-horse relationships in European prehistory. The strength of this work lies in the
combination of Kanne’s theoretical approach, in particular how equestrianism can proceed as an
emergent phenomenon, and the detailed and multi-stranded diachronic review of evidence.

The article builds on scholarship around the mutuality of multi-species relationships to investigate
how equestrianism transforms humans and animals reciprocally, further re-balancing understanding
of human-animal relationships in terms of the processes shaping these hybrid communities (e.g.
Bogaard et al in press; Stépanoff and Vigne 2018). Kanne’s model frames the horses themselves as
intimately involved in the processes of social change, rather than as just objects passively used by
human communities. The paper makes an important contribution in how it theorizes the agency of
domestic horses in socio-economic transitions and also in enabling the evidence from horses
themselves to substantively contribute.

Kanne brings together a range of targeted datasets providing different insights on human-horse
relationships through time. The sequence moves from a situation where horses are absent in the
Late Neolithic, to horses appearing across a range of sites by the Late Copper Age, with notably high
proportions at a number of Early Bronze Age Bell Beaker sites. It is not, however, until the transition
between the Early and Middle Bronze Ages that there is direct evidence for domestic horses in the
data presented, and it is from this point that domestic horses have been typically assumed as
contributing to sociopolitical changes. It is in the Early Bronze Age where further data would be
useful for testing Kanne’s model and unpicking the trajectories of human-horse relationships that
lead into the Middle Bronze Age.

In a few other areas, further data would be useful to add greater context. Kanne presents data on
the spatial patterns of the index of horse remains relative to those of cattle (HRC). This provides a
useful measure of relative importance of the horse, and one that also reduces the effects of
differential preservation and recovery on intra-site studies enabling comparisons to be effectively
drawn. Supporting Kanne’s argument, it is clear that horses are relatively common in their
representation across a broad range of sites (Figures 3 and 4), rather than being a particularly
restricted resource. It would, however, be interesting to know a little more beyond the HRC
guantitative data on horse remains. For example, are there sites or areas where horses are absent
from excavated assemblages? This might allow assessment of other factors underpinning the
differences in distributions seen between the Early and Middle Bronze Ages. Also, assessment of the
presence/absence of horse against the recovered assemblage sizes, can allow a comparative
measure of how ‘common’ horses were through time periods (Bendrey et al. 2013), based on the
principle that more common animals occur in relatively small assemblages and rarer taxa typically
only in larger ones (Lyman 1995).

The strontium isotope ratio data (Figure 6) provides indications of some mobility of horses. Kanne
highlights the clear evidence for movement of horses in the Middle Bronze Age. That only two values
presented for the Early Bronze Age, both of which are within the local range estimate, do not really
allow firm conclusions on movement of horses in this period. It would also be useful to know more
on the age and sex of the individuals sampled, including which teeth were selected to understand
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what this might mean in terms of mapping these data onto the chronology of the horses’ lifecycles
(Hoppe et al. 2004).

Given the evidence collated, Kanne is justifiably cautious in labelling the status of the horses in
Copper Age and Early Bronze Age Hungary as ‘suspected to be domesticated’, compared to the
Middle Bronze Age horses as ‘accepted as domesticated’. The evidence presented identifies
domestic horses, and the practice of horse riding, as being present in the Middle Bronze Age, with
the Early Bronze Age a period that needs continued investigation to further test the model
proposed. In demonstrating that horse riding was not restricted to elites or males, Kanne presents a
picture of individual empowerment enabled by horses, rather than elite, centralised, dominance,
allowing her to challenge traditional narratives of the role of horses in the formation of the
European Bronze Age. She also deftly unpicks the assumptions that underpin the argument that
these tell societies were ruled by chariot driving warriors. Ultimately, Kanne successfully re-
examines the question of how political authority is negotiated and makes a robust case that research
should move away from solely assigning horses with centralized political dominance.

References

Bendrey, R., Thorpe, N., Outram, A., and Van Wijngaarden-Bakker, L., 2013. The Origins of Domestic
Horses in North-west Europe: New Direct Dates on the Horses of Newgrange, Ireland. Proceedings of
the Prehistoric Society 79: 91-103.

Bogaard, A. M., Allaby, R., Arbuckle, B. S., Bendrey, R., Crowley, S., Cucchi, T., Denham, T., Frantz, L.,
Fuller, D., Gilbert, T., Karlsson, E., Manin, A., Marshall, F., Mueller, N., Peters, J., Stepanoff, C., Weide,
A., and Larson, G., in press. Reconsidering domestication from a process archaeology perspective.
World Archaeology.

Hoppe, K.A., Stover, S.M., Pascoe, J.R. and Amundson, R., 2004. Tooth enamel biomineralization in
extant horses: implications for isotopic microsampling. Palaeogeography, Palaeoclimatology,
Palaeoecology 206(3-4): 355-365.

Lyman, R.L., 1995. Determining when rare (zoo)-archaeological phenomena are truly absent. Journal
of Archaeological Method & Theory 2(4): 369424

Stépanoff, C., and Vigne, J.-D., 2018. Hybrid Communities: Biosocial Approaches to Domestication
and Other Trans-species Relationships. Abingdon; Routledge.



