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Abstract—The genesis and the transformation of the concept of “steppe” are discussed. It has been shown
that initially the etymology of this term can be linked to a terrain feature and forestlessness and in general cor-
responds to the “steppe forefatherland” of Indo-European peoples and languages. We have found that this
term has a dualistic nature, the latter having played a role in how it was interpreted in the ancient literature
and scientific sources. We have traced the diversity of the meanings of “steppe” as an orographic term, its cor-
relation with the concept of “field,” and how it happened that “steppe” became a landscape concept. For the
first time, an attempt was made to explain the spread of this term based on the results obtained by the inter-
disciplinary collaboration of geneticists, linguists, and archaeologists and their estimates of the time of for-

mation and settlement of Indo-European peoples.
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In 2024, we celebrated the 75th birthday of Acade-
mician Alexander Alexandrovich Chibilev, the out-
standing geographer, and the founder, long-term
director, and currently the scientific leader of the
Institute of the Steppe, Ural Branch, Russian Acad-
emy of Sciences. This event brought the author back to
considering the origin of the geographical concept
(general concept) and term (its semantics) of steppe
(Russian “crenp,” transliteration “step’”). It was
E.M. Murzaev (1984) who drew attention to the
observations of A.N. Shrenk (1850) made in the north
of Russia. The latter author wrote: “...in the Mezen
district, they call flat, treeless uplands lying in ranges
across the forest plains steppes ...” (Murzaev, 1984,
p. 368). In the same work, the author convincingly
shows that, in the past, “steppe” was an orographic
concept and “lost the meaning of upland,” but
retained the meaning of the “open treeless place,”
with reference to the etymological comparison made
by V.A. Merkulova (1968) where steppe, from the
Ukrainian “stipa, stbpa,” is a “grass-covered upland”
or “treeless mountain.”

Levykin et al. (2024) aiming to develop the ideas
about the origin of the concept “steppe” only added
more questions to what has been discovered so far by
the experts in toponymy, linguistics, and geography.
The well-grounded statement made by the authors
that “the term steppe has different meanings in differ-
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ent...” (Levykin et al., 2024, p. 8), is accompanied by
a rather well-justified conclusion about the essence of
the “steppe” concept: “the etymology of this word still
remains unclear” (Levykin et al., 2024, p. 6). It
reminded the author of the remark made by Murzaev:
“The names of the main landscape types, geographi-
cal zones—tundra, taiga, forest, steppe, desert—got
their “way to life” from such generic terms. Among
them are the Turkic—Mongolian taiga, Finno—Ugric
tundra, Indo-European forest, and Russian desert.
The word steppe appears to have an unclear origin"
(Murzaev, 1970, p. 18).

V.A. Bushakov and N.E. Drogobich (2003) drew
attention to the need to dot the i regarding the origin
of the word “steppe” as a landscape term and linked
the transition of the orographic term into a landscape
term with the appearance of “Cossacks who settled in
the steppes....” In the discussion held at that time, we
hypothesized a connection between the start of the
expansion of the landscape term “steppe” across the
Russian Plain and the omittance of the geographical
term “field” in describing the steppe land.

The expansion of steppes, the territory they occupy
today, is huge. The Eurasian steppe (the so-called
Great Steppe) belt occupies more than 6000 kilome-
ters from west to east and about 1000 kilometers from
north to south. It would not be erroneous to claim the
steppe to be the ancestral homeland of many peoples,
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both nomadic and agricultural, including the Slavic,
Turkic, Mongolian, Iranian, and Finno-Ugric people
(Klein, 2017). As a historical, cultural, and economic
region of Northern Eurasia, even now the steppe
effectively acts as the “axis of life,” with the most pop-
ulation, industrial, and agricultural potential of many
countries on the continent, including Russia, being
concentrated in it. These factors only add relevance to
the study of the origins of the concept of “steppe” and
its use and transformation as a geographical term.

This article discusses the development of geo-
graphical (landscape) ideas about the origin, spread,
and evolution of the term “steppe” and is devoted to
the jubilee of Academician Alexander Alexandrovich
Chibilev, the leading researcher of the Russian
steppes.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The material for this article was numerous publica-
tions made by fellow geographers (Murzaev, 1970 and
1974; Chibilev, 1990, 1992, and 1998), the data avail-
able on the website Preservation of Steppes in Russia
(2015), and well-known dictionaries and reference
books: linguistic, of geographical concepts, and terms
(Murzaev, 1984; Dal’, 1863); etymological (Fasmer,
1986); historical and etymological (Chernykh, 2009);
and historical and literary (Slovo..., 1984). As the pri-
mary materials were synthesized, there appeared a
need to analyze some private publications which con-
sidered the steppe term in more detail. As was in the
case of the works of Levykin et al. (2024) and the pre-
ceding publications by Chibilev (1998), the main
methods of research are comparative—geographical
and semantic analysis and the study of context and
word formation in Russian and other languages. In
some cases, a comprehensive analysis of the stem-
forming morphemes of the word “steppe” in the lan-
guage under consideration was used for comparison.

The analysis is mainly focused on understanding
the transformation of the concept of “steppe” in the
Russian language. However, it should be emphasized
that this paper is comparative—geographical and not
linguistic and toponymic and was aimed to trace the
transition of the Russian term from an orographic
word to joining the family of landscape terms follow-
ing the agricultural development of the steppe land.

Attempts to combine genogeographical, ethno-
graphic, archaeological, and historical—linguistic
information within the framework of the geographical
interpretation of the “steppe hypothesis” of the origin
of the Indo-European community of Eurasia have
been made in accordance with the new interdisciplin-
ary views (Heggarty et al., 2024).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Dualistic semantics of the geographical term “steppe.”
When one studies the ideas about the concept of
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“steppe,” especially those that can be found in the for-
eign literature, one understands that there would not
be so many uncertainties about the origin of this term
were the translators aware of the cultural and linguistic
context of this geographical term, which can have at
least two interpretations: a terrain feature and an ele-
ment of landscape. We don’t even mention the geobo-
tanical, ethnographic, historical—cultural, and theo-
logical ones. In the latter context, “steppe” can be
synonymous with the word “paradise” or “Eden,”
which comes from the Akkadian “edinu” and Sume-
rian “eden” both meaning rich and fertile plain,
steppe. Hence. There are the attempts to analyze the
first mention of the word “steppe” in the play “A Mid-
summer Night’s Dream” by W. Shakespeare: “Come
from the farthest steppe of India?” However, it is clear
that in this case “steppe” means the “paradise nature”
of distant India.

In the old literary sources, especially in the Latin
ones, we can find the phrases “planities arenoso-step-
posa,” “planities stepposa,” and “campus planus her-
bosus.” For example, Alexander Guagnini from Italy
in his “Description of Moscovy” (Guagnini, 1578)
called the Tatars, who lived on the steppe, “tartaro-
rumque campestrium” and a threat to the peoples of
predominantly forested Russia, which comes from the
south (On the Origin of ..., 2024).

The main difficulty in translating the word “step’”
lies in the fact that the dictionaries in most European
countries, including Slavic ones, contain this word,
while there is no actual steppe existing in these coun-
tries nor have their population any real idea of steppe
at all. Therefore, diversity reconstruction of the lin-
guistic picture of the world and linguistic reality
through the specific term “steppe” requires additional
research. For example, this can be accomplished by
performing the search for the place of its origin and the
ways of its expansion within the delineated area of the
Indo-European family of peoples and languages
according to the “steppe hypothesis” (Haak et al.,
2015; Allentoft et al., 2015) and its new synthetic inter-
pretation (Haggarty et al., 2024).

It is convenient when the term is translated
from/into and comparison is made among the lan-
guages spoken in the countries where steppes as flat or
mountainous landscapes exist in real life, for example,
in Arabic, Turkic, Mongolian, and other languages.
Here, each nation has its own “clumps of words” to
name it: for example, tala, dala, tala, col, siil, sol¢ol,
kir, and yast1 in Turkic languages, or tal, khod6oo,
kheer, xovu, gov, and gobi in Mongolian languages. In
most cases, the term denotes a natural grass pasture.
This means that originally some certain idea of what is
a steppe existed in these languages.

The Latin language, in which many geographical
works describing the nature of the faraway countries,
including Russia (Moscovia), were written in the Mid-
dle Ages, lacked the word “steppe” as such. For exam-
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ple, the book “loannis Basilidis Magni Moscoviae
Ducis Vita” (Oderborn, 2024) is the first European
biography of Ivan IV the Terrible (1533—1584). It was
written by Paul Oderborn (1550—1604) and was first
published in Latin in Germany in 1585. This book is of
much interest as a landmark of literature, a historical
work, and an example of Renaissance political propa-
ganda. Here, we find the word “steppe” in the context
of “having passed the steppes of Kazan and Astra-
khan...” (Oderborn, 2024, p. 18), but it is actually the
translation of the Latin word “tesqua,” which was used
in 1596, into the German “steppe.”

In our attempts to find the first references to the
word “steppe” in relation to European Russia, it
would be reasonable to turn to Sigismund von Herber-
stein’s book “Notes on Muscovy” published in 1549
(Gilberstein, 2008). However, although he considered
Moscovia as belonging to the steppe part of the
Golden Horde, he found forest zone regions in it. And
even when describing the lower reaches of the River
Don, he did not “notice” steppes. He was the first to
introduce the Eurocentric views of Russia into the
geographical literature, “Moscow is located in Asia,
not in Europe”, and thereby gave start to the tenden-
tious opposition “Russia and Europe.”

The Ukrainian authors Bushakov and Drohobych
(2003) insisted that the word “steppe” could be found
in the spoken language of the Terek, Don, and Zapor-
ozhian Cossacks as early as in the 15th century, and it
was in use among the Polish people even earlier. Polish
chronicles mention the Cossacks starting from the late
fifteenth century. However, for example, in Marcin
Bielski’s “The Polish Chronicle” (Bielski, 1957),
which brings us up to 1598, steppes as the typical land-
scapes of southern Russia are not mentioned, only the
“wild field” (Polish “Dzikie Pole”). In his “Descrip-
tion of Ukraine,” Guillaume Levasseur de Beauplan
(De Beauplan, 1660), the French engineer who was
building fortifications against the Cossacks on the
Dnieper River, mentioned the steppes as “les cam-
pagnes” and “les champs” meaning fields or plains.
Moreover, Joachim Jerlicz’s “Chronicle of Various
Affairs and Events” (Jerlicz, 1853), which covers the
period from 1620 to 1671, does not have this word,
although it was already in use in Russia. And even the
epic poem “Voina domova s kazakami...,” which is
oversaturated with borrowings from all languages,
does not feature the word “steppe.” This word started
to be used frequently only in the so-called “Cossack”
chronicles of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth
centuries (Bushakov and Drogobych, 2003).

According to Murzaev (1984, p. 213), “steppe” as
an orographic concept is defined in the Russian lan-
guage as follows: “flat treeless upland, watershed,
interstream”; in Ukrainian, “stepa” is a “cliff, rock,
mountain”; and in Old Russian, it is a “step, thresh-
old, foothill, elevation.” It is a semantic transmittance
of the primary meaning of the word which went as
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“ridge, back, withers of a bull, cow, horse,” or “back
of a greyhound dog” (Merkulova, 1968). A similar sit-
uation exists with the words “stepa,” “back”, or
“ridge” in the Novgorod dialects and “stepa,” “cliff,
rock, mountain” in the Carpathian accents of the
Ukrainian language. At the end of his essay “Step’,”
Murzaev refers us to the concept of “tap” (Murzaeyv,
1984, p. 235), which means “plain, flat field”,
“tapastan,” steppe (Armenian), and “tapa,” “space,
barren land” (Hindi).

In the search for a formant of the word
“crenp=cbren” (step’), it is easy to come across the
words present in many Indo-European languages: in
Old Russian, “TonTarn” (transliteration “toptat,”
English “to trample”), crontanHoe (transliteration
“stoptannoe,” English “trampled down™), “BbITOII-
TaHHOEe MecTo” (transliteration “vytoptannoe mesto,”
English “downtrotten place”), “renTu” (translitera-
tion “tepti,” meaning place to cut down, to beat, to
trample), and “cprens,” “something which expands,”
“an expanse”; in Lithuanian, sti€ptis, staipytis (to
stretch out); in Latvian, stiept, staipit (to pull, to
extend); in Ossetian, t'epaen (flat, level); and in Ira-
nian, tap or (s)tep (flat). Which is primary and in
which language did it appear first? It is difficult to say.
But in our opinion, in this case, to look for the analogs
of the word formation from “tapan ~ taban” (sole; flat
place), which occurred in Turkic languages, is not
quite logical.

The Russian language has many cognate words
associated with the concept of “steppe” that are geo-
morphological and related concepts including “ctomn”
(transliteration “stop”), “ctymeHp” (transliteration
“stupen’,” English step), “ycrym” (transliteration
“ustup,” English ledge, step), “BcTyruieHue” (translit-
eration “vstuplenie,” English entrance, introduction),
“HacrymuieHue” (transliteration  “nastuplenie,”
English military advance, but a military action is not
the only meaning, but also beginning, onset),
“mocTtymnb” (tranliteration “postup’,” English gait),
“ctyna (transliteration stupa), “crymaii” (translitera-
tion Stupai, English imperative Go!), “ctynuua”
(transliteration “stupitsa,” an element of the wheel,
known among the steppe Eurasian peoples since the
Bronze Age), “cryma” (transliteration “stupa,”
English mortar, and compare with the Sanskrit sttipa,
which means “top, heap of earth, stones, earthen hill,”
but at the same time “Buddhist religious building,” the
prototypes of which could be the mounds found in the
steppe; Khizhnyak, 2008). In our view, the geomor-
phological meaning of this concept can be expressed
as follows: as an element of the steppe catena, the
steppe occupied the top position on the way from the
river floodplain up to the watershed, when after a
gradual rise—from the low floodplain through affor-
ested terraces—one climbs the “last step” and finds
one’s self on a relatively flat watershed with grassy veg-
etation. One ascends from the river valley and here is
the last step = steppe. The obscurity which exists
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about the formant of the word “steppe” arises from the
fact that initially this word answered the question
“Where are you?” rather than “What is it?”—(On) the
steppe; “Where are you going?” (To) the steppe; or
“Where are you from?” (From/of) the steppe (Russian
“(c/m3) crenu,” transliteration (s/iz)tepi). Now, the
essence of the geographical phenomenon “steppe”
also becomes clear: it is what is at the next step,
beyond the step (doorstep), or the (u)stup, when one
leaves the river valley and steps “into the steppe.”

Transformation of the concept of “Pole” (Russian
“none,” English “field”) into the concept of “Steppe” in
Russia. A Wild Field (Russian “/lukoe moie,”
Ukrainian “Dikie Pole,” Polish “Dzikie Pole,” Latin
“Loca deserta”) in many historical and geographical
sources is considered as a millennia-old toponym
denoting the area between the Dniester, Dnieper,
Don, and Volga rivers. It turns out that ancient steppe
toponyms should be sought far away from the real
steppe. For example, Steepe is the name of a village
and civil parish in Hampshire, England (known by this
name since the eleventh or twelfth centuries). There
are many similar landmarks in other regions of the
Indo-European languages: Steep Point is a promon-
tory in Australia, Stipanici is a village in Canton X of
the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, ftip is a
town in the eastern part of Northern Macedonia, and
Stipenka is a village in Novgorod oblast.

Let us consider how “field” and “steppe,” which
have close semantics, coexisted for a long time in the
Russian population and how they transformed when
the ways of life had changed. Why did the fertile black
earth steppe lands of the East European Plain remain
undeveloped for a long time? Was it that the peoples of
Russia were not aware about the fertility of black
earth? No, they were and they tried to make the most
use of it. A spore—pollen analysis has demonstrated
that agricultural development of these lands began as
early as 2500 years ago.

The ancient word “plye—p(O)lye” (Russian
“nmnpbe—11(O)abe”) was in circulation even before the
Slavic people split into separate ethnic groups. It
meant an “open space,” “bare land,” figuratively, a
“free land.” At the very start of formation of the Rus-
sian statehood, the word “field” had a more common
meaning of a treeless space used by the nomadic
neighbors in their multiyear rotation cattle grazing
system. It should be mentioned that the “wild field” in
the southern part of the East European Plain, the Cas-
pian Lowland, and the steppe areas of the Fore-Cau-
casus remained land “without cities” and state (tribal)
borders. It was bordered in the north by the zone of
conditionally continuous forests, which later formed
the core of the “felling belt,” while in the east it
extended from the Dnieper to the Volga. The entry of
the year 1152 in the Ipatiev Chronicle says exactly this:
“the whole Polovtsian land, what is theirs between the
Volga and the Dnieper...” (Syrnev, 1996).
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Here it seems quite reasonable to recall the idiom
“volya” (Russian “Bois,” English here “freedom”),
which has the same essential meaning “freedom” as
the word “pole” does, and their semantic proximity
with the concept of “step’.” Then it becomes clear that
the peoples of the Baltic Arc and the East European
Plain including “Polyane” (Russian “mosnsiHe”),
“Volynyane” (Russian “BonbiHgHE”), “Polaby”
(Russian “nonadsr”), “Palve” (or Prussians, Russian
“manBe”) got their names as a result of their liberation
from dependence on someone else (for example, from
the numerous independent early medieval “cities”),
and not because they were some “steppe people.” As a
lexeme with the meaning of the “open land,” “pole”
(from the common root “pla”), like “step’,” is widely
spread across the areas of functioning of Indo-Euro-
pean languages: planina (Russian “mmaHuHa”),
polonina (Russian “momonmnHa”), ploskost’ (Russian
“mockocth”, English plane, flat surface), pol (Rus-
sian “mo:n,” in the meaning of a lowland), plast (Rus-
sian “mnact,” English layer, stratum), plug (Russian
“mayr,” English plough), plakha (Russian “ruraxa,”
English scaffold), ploshka (Russian “roromika,”
English bowl), plamya (Russian “rutamsi,” English
flame, from the basic Indo-European meaning of
“burned out plain,” free of forest), place, palace,
playa, Polonia, etc.

In “The Tale of Igor’s Campaign” (Slovo o polku
Igoreve, Russian “Cnoso o noaky Heopege”), we come
across the “Wild Field” referred to as “waterless field,”
“the end of the Polovtsian field,” and “the field
unknown in the Polovtsian land; the ground is black
under the horse hooves...” (Slovo..., 1985, p. 408). In
terms of agriculture, the “Wild Field” remained
attractive for the Slavic people at the time of “The Tale
of Igor’s Campaign,” and was already being developed
by farmers. The poem lists the Russian towns located
in the “steppe” (Novgorod Severskii, Putivl’,
Chernigov, Vyr’, and Pereyaslavl’). It also highlights
the role of the forest—steppe Kursk as the starting
point of the Russian princes' campaign against the
Polovtsians.

But if we are trying to find out how the transforma-
tion of the geographical concept and toponym “field”
into the landscape concept “steppe” began, we should
consider the period of the secondary migration of the
Slavic people from the forest zone to the south, i.e., to
the steppe. These people originally had a “steppe”
(and “forest—steppe”) mentality: used the corre-
sponding vocabulary and had the corresponding skills
and agricultural calendar. Not without reason, it was
the East Slavs who even in the forest zone transformed
(adapted for life) the landscape frontally in the direc-
tion of imitating the “forest—steppe” landscape. It was
much unlike the indigenous forest Finno-Ugric popu-
lation, who created the so-called “foci of develop-
ment” inside the forest for their agrarian production.
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In the cycle of agricultural activity, it was since the
time when the peasants entered the “step’” that the
word “pole” started to develop the meaning of the
field, arable land, and the element of agricultural
property. From this time on, it is the word “step’,” not
“pole,” to designate the “free land,” not used for
agrarian production, virgin land, or fallow land in the
black earth areas. In the middle of the sixteenth cen-
tury, with the start of the construction of the Great
Abatis Border (Russian “bosblioit  3aceyHoit
yepThl”’) to protect the country against the aggressive
nomads of the “Wild Field” and the Crimean Tatars,
the expansion of agricultural production into the for-
estless black earth lands began. The Abatis Border
became not only a defensive military construction, but
also a state border, or a frontier from which the devel-
opment of steppe lands began. Russian military ser-
vants at the frontier were granted plots of “steppe”
land. This differed significantly from the way the
development of the “Wild Field” took place from the
west by the Polish—Lithuanian invaders. The so-
called “privileges of the szlachta” with regard to the
colonization of the steppe on the right bank of the
Dnieper and in the Black Sea region were imple-
mented through the construction of fortresses against
the Turks and Crimean Tatars, surrounded by cap-
tured Russian villages, which were the first to be dev-
astated during the Turkish and Crimean Tatar raids.

Along this vector of development, which included
the formation of Cossacks on the territories occupied
by the “Wild Field,” the secondary involvement of the
term “Steppe” in the daily practice of agricultural life
and the transformation of its meaning could not hap-
pen. The presence of toponyms associated with the
word “steppe” in the “Big Drawing of the Moscow
State,” completed exactly in 1552, does not serve the
grounds for linking the start of the use of this term with
the emergence of the Cossacks. Its description, “The
Book” (1838), which was published later, in 1627, had
the full name of “The Book to the Big Drawing of the
whole Moscow state, towns, and Field, and rivers, and
all field named areas.” The book contained the
description of lands from the White Sea to the Black
Sea. “Field” is still called “pole” in it, and under
“field named areas,” Cossack steppe “pamyati” (Rus-
sian “mamsTu”), or settlements on the Don, Severskii
Donets, Aidar, Derkul, Terek, and other rivers, are
meant. Later they became large stanitsy (Russian
“cranmna”, English village) and towns (Mityak-
inskaya, Luganskaya, Starobel’skaya, Belovodsk,
Ostrogozhskii, Trekhizbennii, and Raigorodok).
Almost no old toponyms including the base “step’”
can be found here (except for the Podstepnye canals
on the Terek, which have been mentioned numerous
times in publications). In the steppe, the steppe itself
cannot be a landmark, but it can become a unique
object worthy of being included in a toponym in the
case of high agricultural development of lands (for
example, two Stepnoe settlements in Zaporizhzhya
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oblast, Kamennaya step’ in Voronezh oblast, Strelets-
kaya and Kazatsaya step’ in Kursk oblast, Yamskaya
step’ in Belgorod oblast, and Strel’tsovskaya step’ in
the Lugansk Peoples Republic).

In the context of the analysis of the transformation
of the concept of “field” into the concept of “steppe”
on the East European Plain, it is necessary to return to
the idea of colonization of the “external” and “inter-
nal” Russia, where the main driver of the permanent
development of new lands was the “peasant farmer.”
The “people’s colonization” of lands (by peasants,
unrestricted, natural) was of the resettlement nature: it
was a change of residence, accompanied by the trans-
fer of peasant traditions, terminology, and ways of liv-
ing into the new conditions (Etkind, 2022;
Kolinichenko, 2023). The steppe south of Russia at
the time of the start of the secondary development of
the chernozems of the “Wild Field” remained “inter-
nal Russia,” where there should be no ambiguous
interpretation of the word “Pole” as there should be
no toponymic significance of this word retained for
the peasant farmer. Thus, the word “step’ (steppe)
became more than just a virgin land, but acquired its
modern landscape meaning.

The Indo-European basis of the concept of “steppe”:
Time of origin and expansion. In order to strengthen the
positions in understanding the transit and spread of
the universal meaning of the word “steppe” and to
converge the views of geographers, linguists, and his-
torians, it was necessary to combine the results of their
work with the results of geneticists' research aimed at
verifying the “steppe hypothesis” of the origin of
Indo-European peoples. Until recently, the “steppe
hypothesis” on the location of the Indo-European
ancestral homeland remained just one of the numer-
ous hypotheses on the origin of the peoples themselves
and the common Indo-European protolanguage
(Klein, 2015). The preservation of the base (s)tep=tap
“to be flat, level,” “an open flat place,” etc., in all
Indo-European languages, was only to confirm this
(Klein, 2015). Even among the peoples who in the
process of their migration and settlement found them-
selves outside the steppe zone (for example, those who
lived in the forest zone), the meaning of this word
underwent no significant changes, and in the case of
their secondary settlement in the steppe areas (as the
East Slavs did), the word retained its original interpre-
tation.

A sensational change to the solution of the above-
mentioned problem was brought by genogeography. In
recent years, linguists and historians have argued over
the hypotheses about the location of the ancestral
homeland of the Indo-European peoples: was it
located (1) in the Balkans, (2) in Asia Minor (Anato-
lia), (3) in the Pontic-Caspian steppe, (4) on the
Armenian Plateau, or (5) in the Trans-Urals. All of
them had little evidence to support them. In 2015, a
number of articles published by geneticists (Haak
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Fig. 1. The areal of the Indo-European languages in Eurasia and the diversity and distribution of the concept “steppe.”

et al., 2015; Allentoft et al., 2015) tipped the scales
decisively in favor of the “steppe hypothesis.” The
results of studies performed by two interdisciplinary
(geneticists, linguists, and archaeologists) and multi-
national teams have convincingly proved the priority
of the “steppe hypothesis.” They have discovered the
similarity of the gene pools of the Corded Ware Cul-
ture in Europe and the Early Bronze Age Yamnaya
Culture of the East European steppe. This can be
regarded as evidence of the mass migration of the
Yamnaya culture from the steppe to Central and
Northern Europe, where the Corded Ware Cultures,
generally recognized as Indo-European, were formed
on its basis (Klein, 2017; Haak et al., 2015; Allentoft
et al., 2015).

A study on the ethnogenesis of the peoples of
Europe and the spread of Indo-European languages
has shown that the migration from the steppe led to the
replacement of about 3/4 of the genes of the central
Europeans (Haak et al., 2015). The “steppe hypothe-
sis” suggests that the bearers of the Indo-European
language were cattle keepers living in the steppe areas
of the Black Sea region and the Caspian lowland, that
their languages “arrived” in Europe upon the inven-
tion of wheeled carts, and the steppe became the
source of Indo-European languages about 4500 years
ago. Many authors link both migrations and changes
in the lifestyle of the Yamnaya culture peoples to cli-
mate aridization.

Mapping the modern distribution (areal) of Indo-
European languages and the data on the distribution
of the word “step’” (Fig. 1) confirms to some extent
the “steppe hypothesis” on the origin of Indo-Euro-
pean languages and their distribution in Europe,
although it does not exclude cases of language

exchange with neighboring peoples, for example, from
the Iranian and Hindi languages to Turkic languages.

The journal Science has published a work by Heg-
garty et al. (2023), in which an attempt was made to
reconcile the hypotheses made by archaeologists, his-
torians, and linguists on the ancestral homeland of
Indo-European peoples and languages. The recon-
structed Proto-Indo-European language existed
about 8000 years ago in the Southern Caucasus, from
where the speakers of its different branches spread
across Eurasia. Some of them ended up in Europe fol-
lowing the Anatolian route, and the others, appar-
ently, through the Pontic-Caspian steppe. The analy-
sis confirmed that Indo-European languages are
divided into ten main branches: Anatolian, Tocharian,
Albanian (Paleobalkan), Armenian, Greek, Indic—
Iranic, Baltic—Slavic, Germanic, Italic, and Celtic
(Heggarty et al., 2023). In all these languages, the base
“tap, (s)tep”, denoting the fertile, rich in resources,
forestless grassy plain where the ancestors of the Indo-
Europeans—the gatherers, hunters, and later farm-
ers—dwelt, could be traced.

The practice of using the word “steppe” in its
archaic form depended on the presence of its image
and the corresponding landscape with xerophilic and
mesophilic vegetation predominated by cereals. When
the speakers of Indo-European languages migrated,
the type of the “host landscape” changed. For exam-
ple, for the Slavic—Baltic and Germanic peoples, the
forests of central and eastern Europe became such a
“host landscape.” It took thousands of years of trans-
formation of forest landscapes and the “return” to the
black earth south of the Russian Plain in the process of
migration for the word “steppe” to become in demand
among the Slavs again.
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Numerous recent attempts on the analysis of the
emergence and historical transformations of the geo-
graphical term “steppe” involved increasingly greater
linguistic and historical sources, but did not solve the
problem. Most researchers starting with Murzaev
(1970) and the comments made by Chibilev (1992)
unambiguously stated the transition of the concept
“steppe” from the orographic to the landscape one.
We have revealed a range of interpretations related to
the base “step’” and terms that confirms the “steppe
hypothesis” for the origin of Indo-European lan-
guages.

In the thousand-years-long history of Slavic lan-
guages on the East European Plain, the transforma-
tion (interchange) of the terms “step’” and “pole,”
which started with the development of the free virgin
lands of the “wild field” lying beyond the Abatis Bor-
der in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, turned
out to be a fundamentally important issue. We have
not found confirmation of it among the toponyms
associated with the word “pole” in the “Big Drawing
of the Moscow State” published in 1552, but we do
find them in the “Book to the Big Drawing” published
later (1838). However, in the everyday language of the
colonizers of the new black earth lands, the peasant
farmers, it was in the sixteenth and seventeenth centu-
ries that “step’" became a synonym of the virgin lands
not involved in agricultural production, while the
word "pole” became a synonym of the arable land.

Finally, the reconciliation of genogeographic, eth-
nographic, archaeological, and historical—linguistic
information in the framework of the geographical
interpretation of the “Steppe hypothesis” of the origin
and formation of the Indo-European community of
Eurasian peoples and their migration to Europe was
achieved by the international interdisciplinary teams,
including researchers from Russia (Haak et al., 2015;
Heggarty et al., 2023). They have confirmed that the
Indo-European language and steppe terminology are
ancient and already existed a long time ago even in the
forested areas where the steppe was absent during the
migration process. Eventually, the relic character of
the word “step’” allowed it either to gain other mean-
ings and other uses at different stages of language for-
mation or to retain its original meaning.

‘We hope that the presented results of the analysis
will help the researchers of steppes in understanding
their nature, as well as in finding common ground for
development of international cooperation in different
areas of study and in the practical preservation of the
steppe biota and ecosystems.
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