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Tablel Archaeological contexts of human bones from Xiabandi cemetery and elemental and isotopic data
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Carbon and nitrogen stable isotope ratio analysis of Bronze
Age humans from the Xiabandi cemetery, Xinjiang, China:
Implicationsfor cultural interactions between the East and
West
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3 Research Center of Chinese Frontier Archaeology of Jilin University, Changchun 130012, China;
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The Andronovo culture of Central Asia is characterized by wheat agriculture and sheep/goat and cattle animal husbandry.
Sometime during the beginning to the middle of the 2nd millennium BC, the Andronovo migrated from the Kazakh Steppe into
the modern-day Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region of China and became one of the most important archaeological
complexes in this area. At about the same time or earlier, populations from the East characterized by: millet agriculture,
Mongolian race, and painted pottery spread westward from northern China along the mountain ranges of the Gansu Corridor
and met the Andronovo culture in the central part of Xinjiang. It is not known how and when these cultures originating from the
East and West first started to interact with each other in Xinjiang, and thisis especialy true in the southwest region of Xinjiang,
which is a crucial transport corridor between the Eurasian Steppe and the populations of Central Asia. The analysis of stable
isotope ratios of carbon (5**C) and nitrogen (6N permits an investigation of human diets and lifeways and has the potential to
shed light on cultural interactions between the East and the West. Here 6"°C and 6™N results of human bone collagen (n=27)
are presented to reconstruct dietary patterns and cultural communications at the Xiabandi cemetery site in the Xinjiang Uyghur
Autonomous Region of China.

The Xiabandi All cemetery site is located along the Taxkorgan River and is currently one of the earliest Bronze Age
archaeological sites in southwest Xinjiang. Influenced by the Andronovo culture, Xiabandi is believed to have been oc-
cupied from 1500 BC to 1300 BC and was likely abandoned by approximately 600 BC based on radiocarbon dating evi-
dence. Bone collagen from the 27 humans was extracted from femurs (representing diet from the last +10 years of life)
and 26 out of 27 individuals yielded acceptable collagen. The 6°C values ranged from —15.2%o to —19.0%0 with a mean
+SD value of —18.2%0+0.8%o. The results suggested that the human diet was mainly based on C; resources but that there

was also some consumption of C, based foods. The 6°N values ranged between 9.8%o and 14.5%o and had a mean +SD
value of 12.3%0+1.0%0, indicating that a large quantity of animal protein was consumed (sheep/goats) as well as the arid
climate of the region (Taklamakan Desert).

The large range of 6"°C and 6°N values at Xiabandi, demonstrates dietary diversity and possible human migration and
interactions between the cultures of the East and West. Although the majority of the Xiabandi individuals consumed C;
based foods, six individuals show evidence of **C-enriched values indicative of millets (either foxtail millet (Setaria ital-
ic) or common millet (Panicum miliaceum). In particular, two individuals, M46 and M48, had diets that included signifi-
cant amounts of millets being consumed. Botanical discoveries in Central Asia indicate that millet cultivation can be
dated to the late 3rd millennium BC or the beginning of 2nd millennium BC in Central Asia. Carbonized millet grains
have been found at sites such as Begash (2200 BC) in Kazakhstan, Ojakly (1600 BC) in southern Turkmenistan and Babar
Kot (2200-1700 BC) in the Indus Valley. When the isotopic results are considered with the archaeological evidence, it is
likely that the inhabitants of Xiabandi were pastoralists or semi-nomadic pastoralists that supplemented their diets with
millets, but were mainly practicing the cultivation of wheat. In addition, comparison of the Xiabandi isotopic results with
previously published isotopic results from the Minusinsk Basin of southern Siberia, and the Semirech’ye region of
southeast of Kazakhstan, indicates that there was an increase the consumption of millets during the early to middle of 2nd
millennium BC in the southwest of Xinjiang. Thus, this consumption of millets by the inhabitants at Xibandi is evidence
of possible East-West cultural interactions and communicationsin far western end of the Tarim Basin.

Xiabandi cemetery, carbon and nitrogen stable isotope ratios, millet cultivation, eastern cultural factor

doi: 10.1360/N972016-00514
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