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Abstract 
 

The Scythians, a warlike, pastoral-nomadic, Iranian-speaking people who 
dominated the Eurasian steppes throughout the rst millennium BCE, are 
known to us through the accounts of Herodotus and other Greek writers of 
antiquity. The Scythians’ language and many of their cultural customs 
survive today among the Ossetes of the Central Caucasus, among whom 
an attempt to revive the ancient religion has been underway since the fall 
of the Soviet Union in 1991. The Uatsdin or ‘True Religion’, as this revived 
system has been named, consists of rituals associated with the ancient 
deities of war and hunting, along with such natural phenomena as thunder, 
wild and domestic food animals, and wolves. This movement can be 
analyzed within the framework of nation-building ideologies, similar to 
other movements taking place across the former USSR and beyond. 
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The Scythians 

 
The Scythians were a nomadic people of the Eurasian steppes who were 
well known to the ancient Greeks, with whom they had substantial 
interactions especially around the Black Sea region. The Persians, to 
whom they were related, knew them as ‘Sakas’. Both the Greek and 
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Persian terms are often used in a general sense to apply to a large mass 
of nomadic tribes, who are in other cases referred to by more speci c 
names; thus, the Cimmerians, the Sauromatians, the Massagatae, and 
others mentioned in Greek sources were all most likely Scythian tribes. 
The term itself,  (Skuthoi), derives from Proto-Indo-European 
*skud-, ‘to shoot’; thus, ‘Scythian’ refers in a general sense to ‘mounted 
archer’, a skill for which the steppe nomads were widely known and 
feared. Living within the harsh and often extreme steppe environment, 
the Scythians were deeply vulnerable to the whims of nature, which 
could jeopardize their very survival through violent storms, livestock 
diseases, drought, or excessive cold. Not surprisingly, their religious 
system entailed frequent propitiation of the gods through blood sacri-

ces of animals and humans. Moreover, they were entirely dependent 
upon their domestic animals, especially horses, which provided their 
mobility and military advantage, and cows, which were their principal 
source of wealth. 
 Throughout the entire rst millennium BCE Scythian tribes dominated 
the Eurasian steppe over a vast stretch of territory, from eastern Europe 
all the way to western China. They left a rich cultural legacy, particularly 
in the form of gold jewellery that was much valued by the Greeks, and 
which has frequently been discovered in the so-called ‘kurgan’ mound 
burial sites that are associated with them. One Scythian group, the 
Sarmatians, who came to be known as the Alans1 from the rst century 
onward, began to move into Europe. Allied with the Germanic Goths, 
the Alans penetrated west into France, Italy, and Spain, eventually 
crossing into North Africa and settling as far east as Tunisia. The Roman 
Empire attempted to manage the threat posed by these indominable 
mounted warriors by hiring them as mercenaries (the Roman cavalry 
was mainly made up of Alans) or by buying them off through the 
granting of estates, especially in France where substantial numbers of 
Alans became settled as landed gentry. Numerous sites in France—
bearing such place names as Alainville, Alaincourt, Alençon, and many 
others—preserve this legacy (Bachrach 1973). It has been suggested that 
the equestrian culture of the Alans formed the basis for the development 
of medieval chivalry, and also that Alan tales were the inspiration for 
England’s King Arthur legends (Littleton and Malcor 1994). It would 
seem that Iranian peoples played a signi cant role in the development of 
western European culture, even if their contribution is rarely recognized. 

 
 1. ‘Alan’ is derived from the term ‘Aryan’—the self-designation of the ancient 
Indo-Iranian peoples, through a common type of internal consonantal shift. ‘Alan’ is 
therefore etymologically identical with ‘Iranian’. 
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 The Scythian language belonged to the northeast Iranian linguistic 
group. It is attested in written form relatively late, mainly through 
Buddhist texts of the rst millennium CE during a period when Sakas 
who had settled in the Tarim Basin region (in modern Chinese Xinjiang) 
adopted Buddhism. Earlier attestations exist, however, mainly proper 
names and other references preserved in Greek, Persian, Sanskrit, 
Chinese, and other sources. Today the Scythian tongue has a sole living 
descendant, which is the language spoken by the Ossetes of the central 
Caucasus. The Ossetes have likewise preserved numerous rituals and 
other cultural relics which likely date back to Scythian times. 
 By the Middle Ages the Alans were the last of the great Iranian-
speaking nomadic tribes of the Eurasian steppe to retain a distinct 
identity, the rest having largely settled and assimilated to other cultures 
and languages. They continued to dominate the region from the Crimea 
to the northern Caucasus, such that the Byzantine state recognized them 
as an independent, allied kingdom. It was through their political 
relations with the Byzantines—and also through the in uence of 
missionaries from neighbouring Georgia to the south—that the Alan 
elite nominally accepted eastern Christianity during the tenth century. 
This seems to have had little effect on the general Alan population, how-
ever, and the thirteenth-century Flemish traveller William of Rubruck 
states that of Christianity ‘they know nothing apart from the name of 
Christ’ (Jackson and Morgan 1990: 91). To date no Christian texts have 
been found in the Alan language, although recently a rare Byzantine 
manuscript was identi ed as bearing marginal notes in Alanic using 
Greek script (Lubotsky 2015). 
 It would seem that during the post-Mongol period (fourteenth to 
seventeenth centuries)  the Alans—and later their descendants, the 
Ossetes—preserved much of their ancient pagan religion inherited from 
the Scythians, even while allowing it to develop within a shell of 
Christian saint gures (Salbiev 2018). During the ‘dark’ centuries follow-
ing the Mongol conquests of the mid-thirteenth century, when the Alans 
retreated into the remote valleys of the central Caucasus and contact with 
centralized religious authority became virtually non-existent, shrines 
that had apparently been constructed in honor of Christian gures 
reverted to almost purely pagan use, retaining only the most super cial 
relationship to the Christian saints to whom they were nominally dedi-
cated. In Shtyrkov’s words, ‘Left without its pastors, the ock found 
itself without nourishment for several centuries, that is, it was left to its 
own devices or, rather, to the care of local elite families. This deprived 
the Ossetians of more than just the “instructive word”, the spiritual 
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supervision by the institutional Church. In fact, for many years they 
ceased to be even nominal Christians, in that there was no one to baptize 
them or to conduct the Eucharist’ (Shtyrkov 2015: 81). The Russian 
imperialist drive into the northern Caucasus by the end of the eighteenth 
century brought attempts by Orthodox missionaries to ‘re-Christianize’ 
the long-isolated Ossetes (Shtyrkov 2015: 82), but this process had still 
seen only limited success by the time of the Bolshevik Revolution, which 
abruptly catapulted all of the Caucasian peoples—Circassians, Ossetes, 
Chechens, Avars, and many others—from a medieval, tribal, pre-literate 
way of life almost directly into the rapidly industrializing, post-Christian 
world of the Soviet Union.  
 The incipient fall of the USSR by the late 1980s precipitated all manner 
of identity-building efforts among its many constituent nations (Tolz 
1998). In Ossetia, as in Ukraine and the Baltics, for many this involved an 
attempt to recover and revive an authentic ‘national’ religion hearkening 
back to pre-Christian times (Shnirel’man 2002). Ossetian nationalism also 
played itself out through eruptions of inter-communal violence, particu-
larly con icts over land and resources with the neighboring Ingush (a 
Chechen people) in the northern part of their territory—which remained 
a constituent republic of the Russian Federation—and Georgians in the 
south—which was considered a part of Georgia (Kochieva and Margiev 
2011). From the last years of the Soviet period the developing con ict in 
South Ossetia was exacerbated by the nationalist policies of Georgian 
president Zviad Gamsakhurdia (1990–92), which resulted in South 
Ossetia declaring its independence as a sovereign republic within the 
USSR in September 1990. This was followed by months of ghting 
between Georgian and Ossetian forces, which was nally ended through 
internationally brokered peace negotiations only in mid-1992 (König 
2004). A fragile cease re remained in place until war broke out again in 
2008, this time halted by the military intervention of Russia, which, 
citing Georgian aggression, recognized South Ossetia as an independent 
republic.  
 Since 2008 only a handful of other countries—including Venezuela, 
Nicaragua, Nauru, and Syria—have recognized South Ossetia as a legiti-
mate state. The border between South Ossetia—home to a mere 53,000 
people, almost entirely ethnic Ossetes—and Georgia is completely closed, 
and the only route of access is through a single tunnel underneath the 
Caucasus from North Ossetia. By contrast North Ossetia, which 
nationalists succeeded in re-naming North Ossetia-Alania in 1994 in 
reference to the medieval kingdom of their ancestors, has a population of 
over 700,000, about two-thirds of whom are ethnic Ossetes. Interestingly, 
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the neo-pagan revival is more pronounced in North Ossetia-Alania than 
in South Ossetia, despite (or because of?) a more pronounced degree of 
Russi cation in the north especially in the capital, Vladikavkaz (called 
Dzaudzhiqaw in Ossetian).  
  

 
 

Image 1. Ossetia’s position in the Central Caucasus. 
Courtesy of Ossetians.com 

 
The Scythian Pantheon and Ritual Sacri ce 

 
The pantheon of the ancient Scythians, like that of the best-known of the 
Iranian religions, Zoroastrianism, consisted of seven gods or divine 

gures, each of which was connected to some natural phenomenon. 
Herodotus (4.59) listed them as follows, re ecting in the rst ve cases a 
Greek pronunciation of the original Scythian names, which are not 
otherwise known to us: 

 Tabiti: the goddess of the hearth, equated by Herodotus with the 
Greek goddess Hestia. The hearth is the focal point of religious 
rituals performed in Ossetian households today, presided over by 
the deity called Safa, while the goddess gure herself has been 
assimilated to the Virgin Mary, called Mady Maïram in Ossetian. 

 Papai: equated by Herodotus with Zeus, both likely being 
re ections of the ancient Indo-European ‘Father Sky’. 
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 Api: equated by Herodotus with the Greek goddess of the Earth, 
Gaia, but this is likely a misunderstanding on his part, since ‘Ap’ 
in Iranian means ‘water’ and the water goddess (Anahita in 
Zoroastrianism, for example) is known to have held a major 
position in the religions of other Iranian peoples. 

 (G)Oitosyros: equated by Herodotus with Apollo. Herodotus 
states elsewhere that the Scythians worshipped the sun (as did 
other Iranian peoples), which may be why he makes the 
association with Apollo. 

 Argimpasa (or Artimpasa; Greek ‘ ’ and ‘T’ being sometimes 
dif cult to distinguish): equated by Herodotus with Aphrodite 
Ourania, and thus possibly a fertility goddess. 
 

And the last two, for whom he gives only Greek equivalents without 
providing the Scythian names: 

 ‘Herakles’: function unspeci ed by Herodotus, though for the 
Greeks he was a symbol of masculinity. Under the Parthians, 
another Iranian tribe of steppe nomadic origin who ruled western 
Asia from 247 BCE to 224 CE, the cult of Herakles became 
widespread in Iran. 

 ‘Ares’: the god of war. For the Scythians, whose economy 
depended heavily on raiding, one would naturally assume that 
the cult of a martial deity was central. Herodotus con rms this, 
stating that ‘Ares’ was the only god to whom the Scythians 
constructed ‘altars’. In fact he is referring to the well-attested 
Scythian cult of the sword, which would be planted into a pile of 
stones (or brushwood, according to Herodotus’ account) and then 
offered the blood of sacri ced enemies—a structure perhaps 
re ected in the Arthurian legend of the sword in the stone, which 
was likely brought to Britain by Alan regiments settled there by 
the Romans during the rst century (Littleton and Malcor 1994). 
The sword cult is attested among the Alans as late as the fourth 
century CE. The modern Uastyrdzhi, who is the most prominent 
deity for the Ossetians today, presumably descends from this war 
god, whose Scythian name is unknown to us (perhaps because it 
was subject to a taboo). An exclusively male gure who is the 
patron of soldiers and other travellers as well as the guardian of 
spoken contracts, Uastyrdzhi would seem to be the Ossetian 
parallel to the Zoroastrian god Mithra (whose name originally 
meant ‘spoken contract’ or ‘oath’), who was perhaps the principal 
deity of the pre-Zoroastrian Iranians (Foltz 2013).  
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It is interesting to note in regard to this divine heptad that the city on the 
Black Sea coast known to the Greeks as Theodosia was called in Scythian 
Ardavda, which means ‘Seven Gods’. A modern re ection of the same 
notion is seen in the name of an important Ossetian temple in the Digor 
region of western Ossetia, Avd dzaury, which also means ‘Seven Gods’ 
(Abaev 1960). Formerly in Ossetian the days of the week were named for 
seven deities, and in the Digor dialect Monday is still Avdisar, ‘Head of 
the Seven’, a title which refers to Uatsilla (the deity of thunderstorms) as 
the eldest of the gods. 
 To date it has not been possible to draw clear correspondences 
between the gods of the Scythian pantheon and those of the Ossetes, and 
they may not in all cases be equivalent. More likely, the Ossetian deities 
worshipped today evolved in connection with the socio-cultural realities 
of the Ossetes themselves (or their Alan forebears), while retaining the 
overall structure of a seven- gure pantheon, as was also the case with 
Zoroastrianism. Herodotus states that the tribe known as the ‘Royal 
Scythians’ also worshipped a deity named Thagimasidas, whom he 
equates with Poseidon and which has a modern-day re ection in the 
Ossetian god of the waters, Donbettyr, but this eight- gure pantheon is 
an exception both among the Scythians and among Iranian peoples in 
general. 
 The principal ritual act for the Scythians was a shared feast originating 
with a blood sacri ce, using either human or animal victims (Herodotus 
IV). Going back as far as the late third millennium BCE, the most presti-
gious sacri ce was that of the horse. The Aryans, as the Indo-Iranian 
peoples of that time called themselves, left a widespread legacy of 
elaborate horse and chariot burials in kurgans (burial mounds) all across 
Eurasia; horse sacri ce continued to be a privilege of royalty among the 
Vedic peoples in India as it did among the Celts in Europe. 
  
 

The Ossetian Pantheon and Religious Rituals 
 
The historical evolution of Ossetian religion is popularly considered to 
have followed a trajectory of: 1) an original paganism of a Scythian—that 
is, archaic Iranian—type  2) Christianization under Byzantine (and 
Georgian) in uence from the tenth to thirteenth centuries  3) a  
‘re-paganization’ during the fourteenth and fteenth centuries due to the 
disruption of contacts with Byzantium following the Mongol invasions 

 4) a partial ‘re-Christianization’ during the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries through the activities of missionaries from Georgia  5) 
further re-Christianization by Russian missionaries beginning in the late 
eighteenth century  6) imposed atheism upon a still super cially 
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Christianized population throughout the Soviet period from 1920–1991, 
and nally  7) a ‘resurgence’ of ‘traditional Ossetian paganism’, which 
was provided with the new designation of Ætsæg Din (pronounced 
‘Atsag-deen’), and now more popularly the Uatsdin (‘Watsdeen’), mean-
ing the ‘True’ or ‘Holy’ Religion from the late 1980s up to the present.  
 This progression/regression narrative may be somewhat misleading, 
in that it implies a higher degree of periodic Christianization than may 
in fact be the case. On logical grounds, it is somewhat easier to believe 
that the religiosity of the general Ossetian population maintained a 
strong underlying continuity, absorbing and adapting Christian and 
other in uences, including Islamic and neighbouring Caucasian tradi-
tions, while preserving its own distinct and essentially Iranian character. 
This is in fact the view of those currently promoting the Uatsdin as 
Ossetia’s ‘national’ religion, although their desire to strip it of these 
historical ‘accretions’, in the absence of a clear understanding of history, 
shows much in common with so-called ‘fundamentalist’ religious move-
ments across the world which contemporary historians of religion tend 
to see as products of modernity rather than as genuine re ections of the 
past (Lawrence 1989). 
 The standard account is also complicated, especially in the western, 
Digor-speaking parts of Ossetian territory,2 because a signi cant propor-
tion of the population—perhaps 20 per cent—came under the in uence 
of Islam through contacts with neighbouring Circassians (Adyghe) and 
Karachays (Turkic tribes who settled in the North Caucasus after the 
Mongol conquests). In contrast to the ‘Christianized’ Ossetes who assi-
milated the identities of their traditional deities and ritual celebrations to 
those of Christian saints, ‘Muslim’ Ossetes, lacking an Islamic ‘pantheon’ 
to which these could be connected, retained the pagan-Christian frame-
work of synthesis that had been developing since the tenth century. In 
fact, the popular ritual life of ‘Muslim’ and ‘Christian’ Ossetes is in most 
respects identical. 
 Many of the most prominent Ossetian deities bear names that are 
derived from those of Christian saints, and do not directly preserve their 
original Iranian appellations. Thus, the name of the most widely 
worshipped divine gure, Uastyrdzhi, stems from an Ossetian pronun-
ciation of ‘St. George’, attaching the pre x ‘Ua(t)-‘, meaning ‘holy’, to 
‘Giergi’, even though he appears to be largely a manifestation of the 

2. Digor is an archaic dialect of Ossetian, spoken by about 20 per cent of the 
population. The majority dialect is known as Iron (pronounced ‘Ee-rone’, etymolo-
gically derived from ‘Aryan’), spoken in closely related dialects in both North and 
South Ossetia. 
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ancient Iranian god of contracts and warriors known elsewhere as 
Mithra. Similarly, the widely attested Indo-European god of thunder, 
lightning, and rain is called Uatsilla by the Ossetians, his name being a 
form of ‘St. Elijah’ (Ua(t)- + Ilyas). The name of Tutyr, the god of wolves 
(a perpetual concern for the pastoral Ossetians), derives from (St.) 
‘Theodore’, and that of his sometime opponent Fælværa, the protector of 
livestock, may re ect a con ation of the Christian saint names Florus 
and Laurus.  
   

 
 

Image 2. Roadside statue of Uastyrdzhi, North Ossetia.  
Author photo. 

 
On the other hand, this is not the case for all Ossetian deities. The title of 
the supreme creator god, Khuytsauty Khuytsau (‘God of all gods’), is 
entirely Iranian. Kurdalægon, the heavenly blacksmith (forging being a 
vital activity for the premodern Ossetes and their combative Alan 
ancestors), is also an easily recognizable Iranian gure. His name means 
‘the Aryan Blacksmith, Wærgon (Wolf)’, and his analog Kaveh/Kawa is 
well known in the Persian and Kurdish mythological traditions.  
 Other Ossetian divine names are constructed of combinations. For 
example, that of Donbettyr, the lord of the waters, is comprised of the 
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Ossetian word for water, don (an ancient Iranian term preserved in the 
names of many east European rivers including the Don, the Danube, the 
Dnieper and the Dniester), and bettyr, a corruption of (St.) Peter. The 
Christian archangels Michael and Gabriel are con ated in the Ossetian 
tradition into a single character, Mikaelgabyrta, a gure associated with 
fertility and also with the underworld. For Æfsati, the god of the hunt, 
the etymology is unclear; his name may derive from the Abkhazian 
word a-psaåf, meaning ‘bird’, or it may be a corruption of (St.) Eustace, 
with whom he is associated. 
 The Ossetian annual calendar is lled with popular rituals and 
celebrations, some of which are carried out within the home among the 
immediate family, and others in sacred outdoor spaces by the larger 
community. Household rituals are typically centered on the hearth chain 
(safa), by which a cauldron hangs from the ceiling over a re (recall the 

re is one of the sacred elements in Indo-Iranian tradition and is 
hypostasized as a deity in Hinduism and Zoroastrianism). Communal 
ceremonies, on the other hand, tend to be held in sacred groves or on 
exposed mountaintops where there is usually a shrine, generally 
constructed of wood but sometimes of stone. There are at least sixty such 

xed celebrations held throughout the year (for a complete list see 
Tuayev 2018: 260-63, followed by brief descriptions on pp. 264-347).  
 Ossetian rituals consist in the rst instance of holding a feast (fyng or 
kuvyn) in honour of a particular deity. The ceremony is led by a man 
designated to lead the occasion, called a Dzuary Læg or ‘holy man’, 
there being no traditional priesthood. His role is to invoke the deity 
through the offering of a toast, called a kuyvd, which, signi cantly, also 
means ‘prayer’. In other words, for Ossetes, the essential form of prayer 
is that of raising a skyward toast to the deity. Beer is the usual drink 
offered, though it may be substituted by various kinds of strong liquor. 
Toasts to various deities continue to be made throughout the ensuing 
feast, in which three ceremonial cheese pies (ualibakh) are consumed 
along with meat from an animal sacri ced for the occasion. It is inter-
esting that Russian anthropologists noted as late as the early twentieth 
century that ritual animal sacri ces and auguries continued to be carried 
out on stone slabs adjacent to Christian churches, according to what are 
presumed to have been extremely archaic pre-Christian procedures 
(Arzhantseva 2002: 24-25). A major annual mountaintop ceremony held 
at the Usanet dzuar shrine in South Ossetia commemorates a tradition 
claiming that in former times once a year a deer would come to that 
place to offer itself as a sacri ce, but as people came to disregard the 
necessary rituals the deer stopped coming. Nowadays every spring 
thousands of people make the pilgrimage up to the exposed summit 
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where one nds the ruined foundations of a stone shrine—most likely 
originally a Christian church in medieval times—and leave offerings of 
beer to Æfsati, the god of the hunt. 
  

 
 

Image 3. Beer offering, Usanet shrine, South Ossetia.  
Author photo. 

 
Communal ceremonies in Ossetia are also typically accompanied by a 
form of dance known as simd, which is held outdoors in a natural space 
cleared speci cally for the purpose. Although this dance can take 
various forms, it is characteristically carried out in a circle. An especially 
distinctive version has one ring of dancers standing upon the shoulders 
of another, constituting a kind of double-decker dance troupe which is 
impressive to witness. Legend has it that the simd was invented by the 
hero Soslan, a scene recounted in an episode of the Ossetian epic of the 
Narts.  
  



 Foltz  Scythian Neo-Paganism in the Caucasus 325 

© Equinox Publishing Ltd 2020. 

 
 

Image 4. Simd dance, Rekom, North Ossetia.  
Author photo. 

 
 

The Uatsdin as a Nature Religion 
 
Ossetian popular religion was initially accorded the formal name of 
Ætsæg Din by a group of nationalist intellectuals, who formed a cultural 
steering group called the Styr Nykhas (‘Great Council’) during the early 
1990s. ‘Ætsæg’, which means ‘truthful’, is the name of one of the founda-
tional clans in the Nart sagas, a text now taken by some Ossetes as a 
reference for traditional cultural norms. ‘Din’ is the Arabic Islamic form 
of an old Iranian name for the divine embodiment of a person’s moral 
qualities, Da n , now having the general meaning of ‘religion’. Fearing 
that the term ‘Ætsæg Din’ carried implications of universal truth that 
might offend Christians and Muslims, in 2010 Ossetian linguist Tamerlan 
Kambolov coined the alternate designation ‘Uatsdin’, which is now the 
more commonly heard term for the religion. Daurbek Makeyev (b. 1961), 
perhaps the most familiar face among those promoting the ancient 
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traditions, has preferred to call the movement the ‘Æss Din’ (Makeyev 
2017), recalling the distant origins of the Ossetes among the Scythian 
tribe known as the As, after whom the Greeks named the world’s largest 
continent. (The modern term ‘Ossetia’ comes, via Russian, from the 
Georgian form Os-eti, or ‘land of the As’.) 
 Most Ossetian deities are strongly associated with natural phenomena, 
and traditional ceremonies are generally held in natural settings. Church 
and mosque attendance in Ossetia is relatively low. ‘Ossetians pray in 
nature’, notes journalist Alan Mamiev. ‘Every family has its own shrine 
on their land’ (Mamiev 2019). As artist and architect Slava Dzhanaïty 
observes in regard to the Ossetian preference to pray outdoors, ‘Grate-
fully appreciating the works of nature, the ancient sage did not build 
gigantic structures that stand out and argue with the environment 
created by the world's best architect mother nature, just as he did not try 
to restrict the presence of the Spirit within xed boundaries’ (Dzhanaïty 
2007: 16). Dzhanaïty emphasizes that in the case of Ossetian sacred sites 
‘the shrine is both the building itself and the land that surrounds it; the 
whole is in complete harmony with nature. Therefore, the shrine should 
not rise above nature or make it ugly; Ossetian shrines are constructed 
only of local natural materials, and the architectural lines are designed to 
mimic the surrounding natural features’ (Dzhanaïty 2019). ‘It is these 
sacred places that give us our energy’, says current Styr Nykhas presi-
dent Ruslan Kuchiev. ‘You have to be part of nature, that’s what our 
ancestors thought. You have to live in harmony with the things that 
surround you’ (Kuchiev 2019). 
 These sentiments are not surprising when one considers that the 
Ossetes were an almost entirely rural/pastoral people until the Soviet 
period. Although today more than a fth of all Ossetes live in the North 
Ossetian capital of Vladikavkaz (approximately 210,000, out of a total 
worldwide population of some 950,000) where they are highly Russi ed 
both linguistically and culturally, life in the nearby mountain villages 
remains quite traditional, and even urban Ossetes typically have family 
or other connections to rural areas. (For example, city-dwellers will 
typically recall their childhood visits to grandparents still living in the 
family’s ancestral villages.) 
 Uatsdin advocate Daurbek Makeyev emphasizes the importance of 
maintaining these connections with the older generation who presu-
mably remain more strongly rooted in the nature-based traditions. He 
sees the Uatsdin (which he prefers to calls the Æss Din) as representing 
‘the worldview of the ancestors, which can be found in mythology’ 
(Makeyev 2019). ‘The problem’, he argues, ‘is that ordinary people don’t 
give any thought to what traditional heritage their rituals and customs 
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actually belong to. I took on the responsibility of showing people the 
roots of their culture, which can be found in the Nart epic.’ Makeyev’s 
approach is essentialist and ahistorical, however; he ignores the process 
through which Ossetian traditions have evolved over the centuries and 
millennia including their interactions with other peoples, claiming 
instead to have uncovered an everlasting truth. ‘The framework [i.e., of 
the rituals and stories] is changeable’, he says, ‘but the meaning is 
eternal’. Yet the Nart sagas are in fact a typical Indo-European heroic epic 
like the Greek Iliad or the Persian Book of Kings, not a religious text.3  
 Nevertheless, the essentialist message of Makeyev’s interpretation 
emphasizes the tradition’s connection to the natural world, making the 
Uatsdin/Æss Din a likely candidate for a ‘nature religion’. ‘The ultimate 
divine reality is light’, he explains, re ecting a notion that can be found 
in a range of Iranian religions stretching all the way back into pre-
history. ‘Unlike in Christianity which separates God from his Creation, 
we take a collective approach where everything is interconnected’. This 
is not to say that environmental concern is particularly central to his 
discourse. But when asked about the tendency of Ossetes to spoil their 
beautiful mountains by carelessly tossing away garbage, he blames the 
habit on Christian in uence. ‘They think that only the speci c plot of 
land on which a shrine sits is holy’, he complains, pointing to the 
Christian distinction between sacred and profane space. ‘They go to 
Rekom [Ossetia’s most important popular shrine] and they treat it as if it 
were a church, separate from the surrounding area. No one would throw 
garbage at Rekom itself, but they don’t realize that there is no division 
between sacred and non-sacred land; every place has its resident deity, 
who will be offended if anyone violates its sanctity’ (Makeyev 2019).  
 This view may well re ect the Ossetian values of pre-modern times. 
The Ossetian national poet, Kosta Khetagurov (Khetagkati Kosta, 1859–
1906), wrote the following lines in one of his verses: 
 

The world is my shrine 
Love is my sanctuary 
The Universe is my fatherland 

 
 

The Uatsdin: Ancient Heritage or Invented Religion? 
 
The modern Uatsdin grew out of rising nationalist sentiment among 
Ossete intellectuals during the 1980s when a resurgence of national 
identities was seen all across the Soviet Union. A leadership role for the 

 
 3. It may be noted, however, that in India today some are attempting to treat the 
Mahabharata and Ramayana as Hindu scripture.  



328 Journal for the Study of Religion, Nature and Culture 

© Equinox Publishing Ltd 2020. 

movement was taken on by the Styr Nykhas, and also by individuals 
such as Daurbek Makeyev, a martial arts enthusiast whose initial interest 
in Ossetian traditional culture seems to have emerged from his 
admiration of its warrior aspect, going back to Scythian times and 
embodied in the heroic exploits of the legendary Narts. Indeed, perhaps 
the most distinctive and innovative aspect of Makeyev’s approach is his 
attempt to derive a ‘theology’ from the Nart epic (Makeyev 2007). His 
tactics are hardly unique, since one sees similar efforts to turn mytho-
logy into formal religion taking place among neo-pagan movements 
everywhere, notably but not exclusively in such places as Iceland, 
Britain, and Greece (Strmiska 2000; Shnirel’man 2002). This warrior ethos 
may not appear directly connected to the naturalistic aspect of the 
Uatsdin, but it is an integral part of the overall reconstructed image of 
the pastoral-nomadic Scythians for whom an understanding of the forces 
of nature was essential to their survival. 
 Since the fall of the Soviet Union Ossete politicians have tended to be 
at least outwardly supportive of the Uatsdin’s ideology and practice, 
seeing in it a useful instrument for strengthening their own credentials 
as champions of national identity. During the early 1990s, about 30 
kilometres to the west of the capital Vladikavkaz, a eld beside a sacred 
grove—where the legendary Ossete hero-saint Khetag is said to have 
found refuge from his enemies—was dedicated by the government of 
North Ossetia as a holy site. Since 1994 an of cially recognized annual 
ceremony featuring animal sacri ce has been held there, with political 
and community leaders frequently using the occasion to make nationalist 
speeches (Shnirel’man 2002: 204-205). Eating the meat is considered an 
essential part of the ceremony, along with toasts to the gods and 
dancing. The festival is held in July and honours the principal Ossetian 
deity, Uastyrdhzi, who according to the legend is said to have saved 
Khetag from his pursuers. It is the largest annual public celebration in 
the Republic of North Ossetia-Alania, drawing thousands of participants 
every year. 
 The annual gathering held in honour of Uastyrdzhi at the Rekom 
shine in the Tsey Valley near the border with South Ossetia has also seen 
a degree of government participation (Foltz 2020). Daurbek Makeyev, 
however, is not impressed by his government’s involvement in these 
events, considering that it supports ‘the form but not the meaning’ of the 
traditional ceremonies (Makeyev 2019). 
 Another leading proponent of Ossetian folk religion has been Slava 
Dzhanaïty, an architect and painter who became intrigued by the 
traditional beliefs and practices upon undertaking the restoration of the 
Rekom shrine after it was burned to the ground by a careless drunk in 
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March 1995 (Dzhanaïty 2007: 9). Dzhanaïty has since published several 
books on the popular religious traditions, emphasizing their philoso-
phical aspects in contrast to the practical focus taken by Makeyev. 
 

 
 

Image 5. Rekom shrine, Tsey Valley, North Ossetia.  
Author photo. 

 

 
 

Image 6. The Uatsdin symbol, seen on cars,  
t-shirts, and walls throughout Ossetia. Author photo. 
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Dzhanaïty’s paintings tend to feature folkoric subjects taken from the 
Nart sagas, or battle scenes recalling Alan and Scythian times. His work 
has become emblematic for Ossetian culture, and his paintings of heroic 

gures are reproduced everywhere. A Uatsdin symbol designed by 
Dzhanaïty, somewhat resembling a triple taijitu (Taoist yin-yang symbol) 
with three crosses representing the ‘Three Tears of God’ (Tri slezi Boga—
three holy shrines built upon sites where God is said to have shed tears 
upon the death of the Nart hero Batradz), is seen everywhere throughout 
North and South Ossetia on t-shirts, car stickers, and advertisements. 
When I asked Dzhanaïty about the design he denied any Taoist inspira-
tion or even that he had come up with the design himself. ‘I did not 
design the symbol’ he insisted, ‘I merely perceived it’ (Dzhanaïty 2019). 
 Estimating the actual number of those who practice the Ossetian 
popular religion is impossible, but clearly there are many thousands of 
sympathizers throughout North and South Ossetia and beyond. Many 
such individuals can be found within the military, and also among 
hunters and other sportsmen, no doubt attracted by the sort of values 
they see re ected in the heroic Narts. Some intellectuals also nd it 
appealing, perhaps thanks to its valorization of national culture. A few 
Ossete scholars, on the other hand, have dismissed the Uatsdin as an 
invented religion, bearing little connection to the original context of the 
pre-modern culture it purports to preserve. Even the remarkably 
talented artist-architect Slava Dzhanaïty, who has played such an impor-
tant role in sensitizing modern Ossetians to their ancient traditions, 
acknowledges that the Uatsdin is a modern invention. ‘They created it in 
order to save Ossetian culture’, he says, ‘and that is good. But whether it 
will prove to have any enduring force, I don’t know’ (Dzhanaïty 2019). 
 Styr Nykhas director Ruslan Kuchiev prefers to avoid the mention of 
religion at all, claiming that what the Uatsdin’s advocates are champion-
ing is nothing more than ancient Ossetian values and rituals, which are 
embodied in the social code known as iron æghdaw (Ossetian tradition). 
In this sense he considers that a majority of Ossetes can be considered 
‘followers’, since many practice and respect these rituals and values even 
while outwardly identifying as Christians or Muslims. He believes that 
Ossete youth are showing an increasing interest in the principles and 
practices of iron æghdaw. ‘I was driving along the highway one day’, he 
recalls, ‘when I saw a group of young people throw a bag of garbage out 
of their car window. I passed them and forced them to pull over. “Are 
you Ossetians?” I asked them. “Is this your land? Why are you doing 
this?” “You are our elder”, they answered me; “we made a mistake”. 
Then they went and picked up their garbage. What would have moved 
them to do that if not our iron æghdaw?’ (Kuchiev 2019). 
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 Precisely because the lines between Ossetian tradition and imported 
Abrahamic religions are often so uid, the Uatsdin movement has 
triggered strong condemnations and of cial complaints from Ossetia’s 
Christian and Muslim leaders. Even the Russian Orthodox archbishop 
Leonidas in Moscow has sought to silence it by trying to ban Makeyev’s 
books as ‘extremist literature’, going so far as to call on his personal con-
tacts from when he was a general in the Russian state security service, the 
FSB. Church leaders have also been trying to have an of cial Orthodox 
church constructed at the site of the Rekom shrine in hopes of drawing 
away its enthusiasts, but this effort has so far not met with success. 
 Such attacks do not appear to have diminished the attachment 
ordinary Ossetes seem to feel for their ancient nature-based traditions. 
Indeed, on the face of it, the level of popular participation in ‘folk rituals’ 
in all parts of Ossetia vastly exceeds that to be seen in the country’s 
churches and mosques. This would appear to suggest that Ossetian neo-
paganism may be enjoying a level of success unrivalled by its analogues 
anywhere in the world today. What this portends for Ossetian society 
and for neo-pagan movements in general remains to be seen. 
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