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R.M. Munchaev

Of blessed memory Nikolai Yakovlevich Merpert
Dear colleagues!

You know that our Round table is held to commemorate the ninetieth anniversary of Nikolai Yakovlevich Merpert – a prominent Russian archaeologist and world-renown scientist.
Not long ago we hoped that this year we shall meet together to celebrate his jubilee. On November 26, 2011 we wished him many happy returns, and soon after that we started preparations for the celebration. In the end of December, 2011 there was organized the editorial board to work on the planned book dedicated to the ninetieth anniversary of N.Ya. Merpert. 
At the same time Academician V.V. Ivanov addressed to the Secretary of the Historical-Philological Branch of the Russian Academy of Sciences Academician A.P. Derevyanko and suggested to organize a round table in honour of the ninetieth anniversary of N.Ya. Merpert. This meeting was expected to be devoted to the Indo-European problem and some aspects of the Near Eastern archaeology. So we started active preparations for the both events. We supposed N.Ya. Merpert would participate in the planned scientific meeting. 
Meanwhile, his disease grew progressively worse. One day in December he went out of doors to take a walk around his house and suffered an accident: after a bad fall he found himself in a hospital. He underwent a surgical operation upon his leg, after which he had not recovered. On January 29, 2012 he died in the hospital. Nikolai Yakovlevich Merpert passed away in the ninetieth year of his life.

His scientific activity was entirely related with the Institute of Archaeology of the Russian Academy of Sciences. It was here he followed the path he had once chosen, and here he had grown into a world-scale specialist in the prehistory and archaeology of Eastern Europe, the Balkans and Western Asia. 
Nikolai Yakovlevich was a true Muscovite by birth. He was born in Moscow on the 26th of November, 1922. Being a school student he showed a special interest to history and archaeology and attended an archaeological circle at the State Historical Museum. After leaving high school he took a firm decision to become an archaeologist, and entered the Historical Faculty of Moscow State University. But in the autumn of 1940 he was called up to military service and joined the Soviet Army.
On the 22nd of June, 1941 Great Patriotic war broke out. The first heavy blows of Hitler army were assailed upon the Soviet army detachments stationed on the western borders of our country. N.Ya. Merpert fully experienced the dramatic events of the first period of the war. From June till November of 1941 he served in the North-Western battle-front as a member of tank crew. Four times he was wounded in actions, and for several months took medical care in a military hospital. For his service N.Ya. Merpert was awarded a number of decorations. In March of 1942 he was discharged as a disabled veteran, and again entered the Historical Faculty of the university. I am a few steps forward, but here I’d like to say that in the autumn of 2012, shortly before his death the memoires of N.Ya. Merpert were published; the book is entitled “Recollecting the past: distant and near. Memoires of an archaeologist” (Moscow, 2011). It is a colourful narration about his childhood and school years, army service, university studies, and the whole life. 
As a university student N.Ya. Merpert became interested in the Classical antiquity. At that time his first scientific paper was published in the Moscow University Publishing house – a separatum entitled “Concerning the origin of gladius” (Moscow, 1947). His degree research was also devoted to the Classical archaeology. It was “Ancient Greek roof tiles in the North Pontic cities”, also published in full. As a student, he participated in the excavations of Slavic kurgans in the Moscow region (1942-1943) and Scythian sites near Nikopol (the Ukraine, 1944). 
Nikolai Yakovlevich graduated from the university in 1945 and immediately took the post-graduate course in the Institute of Archaeology of the Academy of Sciences of the Soviet Union. The theme of his dissertation was the Saltovo cemetery, known as the eponymous site of the Early Medieval culture in Eastern Europe. 
In 1949 N.Ya. Merpert was given an employment at the Institute for the History of Material Culture, Academy of Sciences of the USSR and worked in the Institute since then to his last day. His scientific career developed from the position of junior researcher to head researcher, for some time he worked as the Institute science secretary, and for many years headed one of its leading departments – the Neolithic and Bronze Age Department. But the most important for us is that it was there Nikolai Yakovlevich has become a prominent scientist and earned a world reputation as a recognized specialist in the archaeology of the Eneolithic and the Bronze Age in the Old World.  
In this brief speech it is difficult to characterize in entirety the many-sided activity of N.Ya. Merpert. He is the author of over four hundred scientific publications, including ten monographs. I have said that his early researches dealt with the Classical archaeology. Then Nikolai Yakovlevich got specialized in the archaeology of the Early Middle Ages. He essentially contributed, in particular, to the investigation of the problems related to the Saltovo-Mayatskoe culture, as well as the archaeology of the Eurasian steppe in the Early Middle Ages. 
In 1948-1949 being a post-graduate student N.Ya. Merpert participated in the archaeological investigations in Mongolia, first of all, in the excavations of Karakorum – the capital city of the Genghis Khan Empire. The works had resulted in publication of the fundamental book “Ancient Mongol cities” (Moscow, Nauka Publishers, 1964), of which Merpert was one of the authors together with S.V. Kiselev and others. He published also a series of works on the problems of the medieval period in Central Asia.

The year of 1950 became crucially important in scientific activity of N.Ya. Merpert. It was then the Kuibyshev expedition was organized in the Institute for the History of Material Culture, Academy of Sciences of the USSR, and N.Ya. Merpert was appointed its vice head. The works covered a spacious area of the planned reservoir on the Middle Volga. Nikolai Yakovlevich investigated hundreds of kurgan burials and a series of dwelling sites dating from the Bronze Age, mostly those attributed to the Srubnaya (Timber-grave) culture. Since then investigations of the Eneolithic and Bronze Age cultures of the Eurasian steppes became the main line in the research activity of N.Ya. Merpert. 
Since the 1960-s onward the field of his scientific interests expanded significantly; it included the North Caucasus, on the one hand, and the Balkans and the Near East, on the other hand. 
In the field seasons of 1956, 1959 and 1960 N.Ya. Merpert carried out excavations in the territory of the Chechen-Ingush Republic; he investigated kurgans of the 3rd and the 2nd millennia BC near the Cossack village of Mekenskaya on the Terek and also the settlements of the Early Bronze Age and the Koban cultures near the Serzhen-yurt village. The Mekenskaya kurgans have yielded complexes of the Bronze Age North-Caucasian culture, as well as those related to the Bronze Age steppe cultures of Southern Russia. Excavations of the Serzhen-yurt I settlement let N.Ya. Merpert bring out clearly that the site contained the cultural deposit of the Early Bronze Age with the remains of the Maikop and the Kura-Araxes cultures. 
In 1961-1963 N.Ya. Merpert was a participant of the first Russian expedition in Egypt. In the construction zone of the Aswan hydroelectric power station the Russian team excavated a cluster of sites of the late 3rd – the early 2nd millennia BC. The results were published in now very rare book “Ancient Nubia” (Moscow-Leningrad, Nauka Publishers, 1964), which gained high reputation in the scientific circles of the time. 
Since the early 60-s N.Ya. Merpert was also involved in the archaeological field works in Bulgaria. It was indeed “The Balkan epic” of his life, which lasted for over 30 years. In the course of those years he was a co-director of the joint Soviet-Bulgarian expedition carrying on wide-scale and long-term excavations at the series of key sites dating from the Eneolithic and the Early Bronze Age in the North of the Balkan Peninsula. As a result, the European archaeological science was enriched by a number of fundamental works devoted to such known sites as Ezero (Sophia, 1979) and Yunatsite (Volume I Sophia, 1994; Volume II Part 1 Moscow, 2007). The investigations revealed many new aspects in the prehistory and culture of the Balkan people in the 4th – 3rd millennia BC and shed new light on their cultural relationships and interaction with the inhabitants of contiguous regions, first of all Anatolia. 
In 1969 Russian expedition for the first time started excavations in the territory of Mesopotamia. The field works in Iraq went on for 14 seasons till 1985. In 1988 the expedition extended the investigations to the adjacent territory in Syria, where the excavations are continued till present. And over a long period of over 30 years N.Ya. Merpert was a participant of our expedition in Mesopotamia.
N.Ya. Merpert combined his investigational work in the North Caucasus, the Balkans and the Near East with the researches centred on the problems of the Eneolithic and the Bronze Age in the steppe zone of Eastern Europe. He was especially interested in sites of the Yamnaya (Pit-grave) cultural-historical entity. He investigated around 1400 burial complexes of this culture stretched from the Urals to the Dniester. These materials formed the foundation for his wide-scale research concerning the prehistory and culture of the steppe population of Eastern Europe in the late 4th – early 2nd millennia BC. 
Similar work N.Ya. Merpert had already completed on the materials of the Srubnaya culture, mostly those obtained during his excavations in the Middle Volga region. He published a whole series of works on the topic, including the general investigation “On the earliest history of the Middle Volga region” (Materials and investigations on the Archaeology of the USSR, Issue 62, Nauka Publishers, 1958). The works by N.Ya. Merpert are an example of highly professional investigation of cultural and historical processes that developed in the Eurasian steppes in the period before the coming of the Bronze Age.  
N.Ya. Merpert has worked out an integral program of studying the Eneolithic and the Bronze Age within the spacious steppe areas of Eastern Europe, thus making an important contribution to investigation of the Indo-European problem. 
He has founded his own school of thoughts by training a significant number of specialists on the Eneolithic and Bronze Age of Eurasia.
In the last three decades of his life N.Ya. Merpert was occupied by numerous general problems of the Bronze Age archaeology of Eastern Europe, and still in his activity he paid most serious attention to the Balkans and even greater one to Mesopotamia. His name is closely related with formation of the Russian school of the Mesopotamian archaeology. Indeed, since 1969 to 1980 the expedition carried out a wide-scale program of long-term field investigations at Yarymtepe I, Yarymtepe II and Yarymtepe III. The sites show the sequence of the Hassuna, Halaf and Ubaid cultures and characterize the most important periods in development of pre-literate Mesopotamia (the 6th – 4th millennia BC). At the same time the expedition undertook extensive field surveys in the Sindjar valley and foothills. They brought to light the first site in this region of Mesopotamia dating from the aceramic Neolithic – Tell Magzaliya (the 8th millennium BC), as well as settlements Tell Sotto and Kullitepe dated back to the 7th millennium BC and attributed to a new early farming culture of Northern Mesopotamia prior to the Hassuna-type sites. 
The results of these unexampled investigations, as far as their scale and chronological scope are concerned, have enabled us to shed a new light on the cultural-historical evolution in Northern Mesopotamia from the dawn of agriculture and stock-breeding till formation of the earliest civilizations of mankind. Dozens of scientific works have been published in many countries, among them a number of major monographs; the publications have got high reputation and are world-recognized in scientific circles. I must stress that an outstanding role in the mentioned achievements belongs to N.Ya. Merpert.     
 Since 1988 the investigational works of the Mesopotamian expedition of the Institute of Archaeology were transferred to North-eastern Syria. Here 25 km from the town of Hassake two sites were excavated – Tell Hazna I and Tell Hazna II. Tell Hazna I was the principal object of our investigations; it was a tell   200 m in diameter and 17 m high. Its lower cultural deposits around 4 m thick were related to the Ubaid and Uruk cultures (the late 5th – the 4th millennia BC), while in the superimposed deposits 12 m thick we have revealed the remains of a unique cultural-administrative centre of the late 4th – the first third of the 3rd millennia BC. It included a cluster of solid temple constructions preserved up to the height of over 8 m.
N.Ya. Merpert during 14 field seasons actively participated in the investigations of that exceptionally important site. He is the author of a major series of scientific works devoted to Tell Hazna I published in Russia and abroad. 
In conclusion I cannot but say some words about the productive teaching activity of N.Ya. Merpert. For many years he was Professor at the Chair of Archaeology in Moscow State University, and during the last decade of his life he delivered the lecture course in Biblical archaeology in St. Tikhon’s Orthodox University in Moscow. Many his disciples are successfully working in numerous scientific centres, universities and museums in Russia and other countries. 
I was closely related with N.Ya. Merpert for over 50 years, and now I cannot but say some words about him as a person and a citizen of his country. He was clearly distinguished by features of true humanism and internationalism.  He experienced many trials in his life, and the ordeals of the war years were among them. Suffice it to say that he was quite a youth when participating in military actions in the first severe months of the war.  
N.Ya. Merpert was a highly educated person, and he always open-heartedly shared his encyclopaedic knowledge both with his disciples and all those who needed them. 
His most characteristic features were genuine modesty and startling diligence. Combination of natural gifts with permanent active work assured his brilliant scientific achievements, and deserved high prestige among the colleagues and in wide scientific circles, and made Nikolai Yakovlevich the man we knew, a prominent scholar and a true patriot of his country. 
Let he be remembered forever! 
                                                               Text was translated by Avilova L.I.

