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Over the vast time span within which humans have known and used Can-
nabis for many purposes, it has been heralded as one of our supreme 
resources and cursed as one of our utmost burdens. Today the consump-
tion of mind-altering Cannabis plant material for recreational or me-
dicinal reasons is widely known. However, the original and early use of 
psychoactive Cannabis may have been principally for ritualistic religious 
purposes (for a comprehensive discussion of the evolutionary biology 
and ethnobotanical history of the genus Cannabis, see Clarke and Merlin 
2013; also see Duvall 2015; Small 2015).
 The natural origin area of Cannabis was most likely the central steppe 
and forest zones of Eurasia. Early modern humans probably first encoun-
tered and utilized one or more of the products of this annual, herbaceous 
genus in its native biogeographical range. Remarkable early twentieth- 
and twenty-first-century discoveries of archaeobotanical remains in an-
cient burials confirm the nonfood and nonfiber use of Cannabis in Cen-
tral Eurasia at least by the first millennium BCE. In these cases, Cannabis 
appears to have been used for mind-altering ceremonial, purification, or 
therapeutic purposes. This chapter focuses on the presence and putative 
uses of psychoactive Cannabis in ancient burials that are well over two 
thousand years old and found in southeastern Russia and western China.
 Today, Cannabis remains a controversial yet remarkably multipurpose 
genus with a very ancient history of diverse human-plant relationships. 
As an introduction, we offer some biological and theoretical background 
to indicate the importance and special context of the archaeobotanical 
evidence discussed in detail below. First, we describe the special botanical 
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and ecological aspects of Cannabis that initially attracted people and 
eventually became accentuated by human use over time; then we focus 
on ancient burial sites in Central Eurasia found over the past century 
that confirm the great time depth of human ceremonial association with 
psychoactive Cannabis.
 Some scholars, such as Beckwith (2009), argue for a major reconsid-
eration of the function of Central Eurasia in world history. Hanks (2012: 
469) focused on the “Eurasian steppe” and presented an informative gen-
eral review of the archaeology of this region and Mongolia, arguing that 
“steppe prehistory must come to play a more significant role in devel-
oping more comprehensive understandings of world prehistory.” This is 
relevant here in light of the evidence for a presumably important spiritual 
and/or medicinal function of mind-altering Cannabis during a key period 
in cultural innovation and exchange in Central Eurasia and well beyond 
this region: “To some extent, the history of Eurasia as a whole from its 
beginnings to the present day can be viewed as the successive movements 
of Central Eurasians and Central Eurasian cultures into the periphery and 
of peripheral peoples and their cultures into Central Eurasia” (Beckwith 
2009: xxi).

Some Botanical and Ecological Aspects of Cannabis

Cannabis plants have an annual life cycle and under natural conditions 
develop into medium to tall erect herbs. However, ecological influences 
and artificial selection on these populations throughout their geographi-
cal range have had strong effects on their growth habits and the potential 
products available to humans. Cannabis, adapted to continental tem-
perate climate zones, can grow into large, well-branched plants reach-
ing maximum heights of about 5 meters (approximately 15 feet) or more 
within a four- to six-month growing season in open sunlit environments 
that have rich permeable soils and sufficient water. Ideal habitats for Can-
nabis include exposed banks of waterways as well as disturbed areas near 
human habitation and agricultural lands because they usually provide 
abundant sunshine, moist but well-drained soil, and plentiful nutrients. 
When grown in relatively dry locations with limited soil nutrients, Can-
nabis develops negligible foliage and can mature and produce a few seeds 
when it reaches only 20 centimeters (8 inches) in height.
 In contrast, if cultivated in dense stands on rich soil, which is standard 
farming procedure during fiber hemp cultivation, plants develop tall, 
slender, straight stalks devoid of branches and can increase in height by as 
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much as 10 centimeters (4 inches) per day. The quickly lengthening stalks 
generate a sturdy bast (bark) fiber long used as a source for cordage and 
woven textile production. If a plant is cultivated for seed or psychoactive 
drug production, more space is given between individual plants, and as a 
result, limbs bearing plentiful flowers are produced from diminutive axial 
meristems (growing points) positioned at the nodes (intersections of the 
petioles or leaf stalks) along the main stalk.
 Cannabis is normally dioecious, with unisexual male or female flowers 
produced on separate plants; however, monoecious examples with both 
sexes produced on one plant sometimes develop. Cannabis is wind polli-
nated and therefore relies mainly on air currents to transmit pollen grains 
from male plants to fertilize receptive female plants that form seeds.
 The growth of flowering Cannabis differs greatly between the sexes. 
Female plants produce many inflorescences made up of numerous pairs 
of small flowers with a bract about 2–8 millimeters (1/12–1/3 inches) 
long and with a leaflet beneath; these parts are all closely packed within 
upright, dense clusters. Each female flower consists of two long white, 
yellowish, or pinkish stigmas (female sexual organs) that are receptive 
to pollen. These are attached to the single ovule and extend beyond the 
bract (modified leaflike structure) tightly surrounding each ovule. Male 
plants develop fewer, smaller leaves along elongated limbs, and flowers 
(about 5 millimeters [1/5 inch] long) are suspended from multibranched, 
lax clusters, promoting dissemination of pollen by air currents.
 The female bracts are covered with a multitude of secretory plant hairs 
(glandular trichomes). Theoretically, the resinous secretions of these 
glands offer protection for the ovule and developing seed by reducing 
plant water loss (transpiration) and may also fend off pests. This aromatic 
resin contains the psychoactive and/or medicinal properties that have at-
tracted human attention for millennia (Merlin 1972; Clarke 1981, 1998a, 
1998b; Pollan 2001; Russo 2007; Clarke and Merlin 2013; Small 2015).
 The mature seed (achene fruit) of Cannabis is somewhat elongated 
and flattened, 2–6 millimeters (1/12–1/4 inch) in length and 1–4 mil-
limeters (1/24–1/6 inch) at its greatest width. The seeds have a lengthy 
history of utilization as an edible grain and a source of useful oil. In fact, 
Cannabis seeds are a first-rate dietary resource, containing easily digest-
ible protein and essential fatty acids, but they are not psychoactive (e.g., 
see Deferne and Pate 1996).


