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Introduction

Graves in caves and crevices are attested for in Mongolia and neighboring regions of
Inner Asia and Southern Siberia from the 6th to the 17th centuries AD. They mirror a special
burial custom that existed alongside other, more common grave types such as stone and
earthen kurgans. The deceased were brought to natural caves and crevices in slopes and
mountain tops that were difficult to access. There, they were put to rest in their clothes
together with grave good such as weapons and horse-riding gear and sometimes also parts of
wagons and yurts. Due to the dry climate of the Inner Asian steppes and semi-deserts, organic
material is often well preserved in these graves. Even natural mummification of the bodies
themselves can be encountered.

In 2010, an exceptionally well preserved 14th century AD cave burial was excavated at
Tsagaan Khad mountain in Southern Mongolia. The Tsagaan Khad burial stands out among
the Inner Asian cave and crevice graves in several ways. Firstly, it contained a number of
items which are so far without parallel in their excellent state of preservation, among them an
almost undamaged, beautifully adorned composite bow and a decorated leather quiver.
Secondly, it is only the second cave burial known from the period of the Mongol World
Empire and one of the few cave and crevice burials that were able to be investigated and
documented scientifically in a more or less undisturbed state. This opens up perspectives to
achieve a comprehensive analysis and culture-historical assessment of the burial.

Cave burials in Mongolia

In Mongolia, more than 70 cave and crevice burials from ca. 60 sites are known today
{(Bemmann & Nomguunsiiren 2012: 201, Fig. 18; Tep6at & Dpmauadar 2014). Most of them
have been discovered by chance by local nomads, and it is likely that by far not all such finds
have been reported to the authorities. The actual number of such graves is probably much
higher.

The earliest information about a cave burial in Mongolia is preserved in the memoirs of
the Russian businessman A.V. Burdukov who during his stay in the province of Khovd
1911-1914 noted the discovery of a burial of the Mongol period in the cave of Ulaan Uneet
{Bemmann & Nomguunsiiren 2012: 199). The documentation of a child’s mummy found in
Gurvan Zeerdijn cave in Omnogév’ aimag, by the Soviet researcher A.D. Simukov in 1924
eounts as the first scientific description (Erdenebat & Pohl, 2005: 81). It was not until the
1980s that the number of known cave and crevice burials increased substantially and that
scientific follow-up investigations became possible more often. Since the turn of the
millennium, research into Mongolian cave and crevice burials has advanced greatly. Among
Among the discoveries of this period is the burial of a 10th century AD warrior at Arcat Del
#a Bayankhongor aimag which was investigated by a Mongolian-German team in 2001

enebat & Pohl, 2005: 82 — 85), and the 8" century AD grave of Zhargalant in Khovd
@mag excavated in 2008 which contained a harp-like musical instrument with an Old Turkic
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runic inscription (Torbat et al., 2012a; Tanmypas, 2014).

A milestone for the research of Mongolian cave and crevice burials was the exhibition
“Warriors of the Steppes — Nomads on horseback in Mongolia 7-14th century AD” in 2012 in
Bonn, Germany. The exposition was created on the basis of a German-Mongolian restoration
project and aimed to present the exceptional organic artifacts in their culture-historical context
(Bemmann et al., 2012: 18). In this exposition the Tsagaan Khad burial was presented to the
public for the first time (Nomguunsiiren et al., 2012). In 2014, a large exhibition dedicated to
the current state of research on the phenomenon of cave and crevice burials took place in
Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia; Tsagaan Khad was also among the presented complexes (Tepbar &
OpadHabar, 2014).

The investigation of the Tsagaan Khad cave burial

The cave burial of Tsagaan Khad is located in the Gobi Altai c. 10 km west of Bogd sum
centre in Ovérkhangaj aimag (F igure 1). It was discovered in January 2010 by two members
of a local herder family. A man and his nephew came across a natural cave at a sunny
south-facing mountain side close to the winter site of the family yurt. They took away some
stones that were obstructing the entrance of the cave and started to search through the
sediments in the rock cavity. In the course of this search, a large wooden object and several
human bones were removed from the cave and deposited at the foot of the slope. When the
two men came across a mummified human hand, they refrained from further searching the
cave. Five months later, a Mongolian-German team of archaeologists from the Institute of
Archaeology of the Mongolian Academy of Sciences and from the Department of Prehistory
of Bonn University carried out an expedition to the site to investigate the burial scientifically
and thereby save it from further undocumented destruction.

The burial was put down in a natural cave at the southern slope of Tsagaan Khad
(Mongolian: “White Rock”) mountain at 1684 m asl. The cave is 3.1 m long and 2.3 m
wide, its maximal height in the back part reaches 1.8 m. The narrow entrance measures 0.9 m
in width by 0.7 m in height. Inside the cave, the floor was covered with a dry layer of animal
excrements, twigs and roots that had accumulated over the centuries to a height of 0.7 m. A
part of this layer close to the entrance had been disturbed by the finders. The sediments
contained small fragments of textiles, leather and wood that had been dislocated from their
original position in the burial by rodents and other animals and in many cases had been
actually eaten and excreted. To retrieve all these artefacts, the entire sediment was sieved
outside the cave. After the removal of the sediments, the archaeologists uncovered the burial
in the back part of the cave.

The deceased had been bedded on a ledge perpendicular to the long axis of the cave in
supine position (Figure 2). His body was partly mummified by desiccation. The skull was not
found in situ by had been dislocated to the area of the left elbow. In the area where the head
would have been originally, a concentration of coarsely woven material and yarn filaments
was found which probably stem from the remains of a pillow. The clothing of the deceased
consisted of several layers of wool, silk, leather and fur garments. Substantial parts of it were
preserved in the thorax region and around the hips and upper thighs. In the knee and lower leg
region, heavily decomposed felt and fur fragments might represent the remains of gaiters or
boots. The fragments indicate that the deceased wore a simple everyday dress as the only
decoration are simple dark stripes on the outer garment, and there are repair patches on
various parts of the clothing.

Beside and above the corpse, numerous grave goods had been arranged. Unique with
respect to its state of preservation is the weaponry kit. Along the right side of the deceased, a
reflex bow was placed with its silk bowstring still in tension up until today. To the right of the
legs and partly overlaying the bow, a leather quiver was put down. Beneath it, further leather

684



fragments and small iron items came to light. Possibly, these represent the remains of a bow
quiver. The only part of a horseman’s kit found in the grave is a small whip that lay in a niche
at the south-western cave wall. Perpendicular across the legs of the corpse, several wooden
battens and a curved timber had been placed. At the top lay a large wooden object with one
crossbar and two battens covering the middle of the body. All these wooden objects probably
stem from yurt and wagon parts. They have been broken in antiquity, indicating an intentional
destruction prior to the burial. Likewise connected to the burial rites is a small group of
artefacts found in the forward part of the cave, probably representing the deceased’s
provisions for the afterworld: Close to the entrance by the south-western wall stood a wooden
bowl and beside it a sheep’s or goat’s tibia and foot bones stuck vertically in the sediment.
The vertical positioning of a sheep’s tibia in a grave is a very characteristic trait of the
Medieval Mongolian burial rites which has been documented not only in Mongolia itself but
also in adjacent regions of Russia, China and Central Asia.

Both the wooden bowl and the animal tibia have been AMS radiocarbon dated (bowl:
Beta-287628, 700+40 bp, 1260-1390 cal AD; tibia: Beta-287627, 580+40 bp, 1300-1430 cal
AD; calibration: OxCal v4.1. http:// cl4.arch.ox.ac.uk/oxcal/, accessed 2011-11-27). They
place the cave burial of Tsagaan Khad broadly in the fourteenth century AD when the
Mongolian World Empire already began to disintegrate into smaller sub-empires.

The buried person

The body buried in the cave of Tsagaan Khad has been partly mummified by desiccation.
Especially well preserved was the left hand and parts of the back while other body regions
were skeletonized. The anthropological analysis of the human remains was carried out at the
National Museum of Natural History, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. (Machicek
et al., 2013). According to the results, the person buried in the cave was an adolescent male
between 14 and 16 years of age with a body height of c. 1.69 m. No pathological
developments or evidence for peri- or ante-mortem trauma was observed on the remains,
leaving the cause of death unclear. Stable isotope analysis of bone collagen indicates a mixed
terrestrial Cs and Ca based diet and a relatively high degree of animal protein consumption.

A unique weaponry kit

The most spectacular item found in the Tsagaan Khad cave burial is the highly complex,
masterly executed composite bow (Figure 3) (Becker & Klee, 2012; Becker & Rutschke,
2012). It is the best-preserved archaeological bow find in Mongolia and one of only very few
in the world that have survived with its fixed string still in place (JanBen-Kim, 2007; Baatap
& Dpmausbdar, 2011). Today, the 1.41 m long and up to 5 cm wide weapon has an
asymmetrical form. This is the result of the tension of the string continuously straining the
material for centuries, leading to a stronger bending of a weak, repaired section of one of the
limbs. Originally the bow has been constructed symmetrically. The frame consists of wood,
probably elm. Handle and shoulders have been enforced on the ventral side by a 0.5 cm thick
lamella of slightly transparent, grey cattle horn that is visible in some damaged sections. On
the dorsal side of handle and limbs, a layer of animal sinew has been glued onto the surface of
the wooden body. A final layer of obliquely cut birch bark strips was wrapped around the
limbs of the bow. The ends of the limbs consist of wood and contain small horn insets at the
limb tips to enforce this heavily strained part. The bow string is made of a strongly twirled
silk thread of 2.9 mm diameter. It is so well preserved that its surface has remained shiny up
to this day. The string is fixed to the limb tips by two carefully knotted slings. The handle and
the limb ends of the bow have been adorned with elaborate, multi-coloured and partly gilded
geometric decoration. The ornament of the handle was made from ten separate bark pieces
forming lozenge patterns of medium and dark brown stripes. The stepped ornamental bands at
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both sides of the handle and at the limb ends have been applied to the surface of the bow as
marquetry of coloured bark pieces and were partly highlighted by minute pieces of sheet gold.

Not just the fixed string but also the elaborate ornamentation of the Tsagaan Khad bow
are unique among Medieval Mongolian bows. Examples of well-preserved bows are known
from other cave and crevice burials. Closely comparable to Tsagaan Khad is a bow from the
cave burial of Tkh Bayany Agui in Omndgov’ aimag. Its form and construction including the
triangular profile of the limb ends which ensures the necessary tensile strength without
additional bone bracings are very similar, and the suggested dating to the twelfth or thirteenth
century AD place it also chronologically close (Erbenebat, 2009: vol. 1, 74). Another
comparable piece is part of a thirteenth to fourteenth century AD find complex from
Shiliiiistei district in Zavkhan province (May, 2009: 196). Here, especially the shape and the
two-part colour division of the limb ends closely mirror the Tsagaan Khad bow.
Contemporary comparisons for the bow are also found on depictions of warriors or hunters
with their weapons such as miniatures of the Ilkhanid dynasty that as part of the Mongolian
World Empire ruled Iran and surrounding territories in AD 1236-1353 (Rauch, 2012: 105 —
108). :
The leather quiver found in the Tsagaan Khad grave, too, represents a unique find as
almost all archaeologically known quivers from Old Mongolian graves consist of birch bark
and wood (Figure 4). In its original state with the arrows in place the entire weapon measured
83 cm in length. The leather case is 52 cm long, 30 cm wide and up to 5 cm high, it consists
of several leather pieces (probably cow hide) sewn together with a sinew thread. On the
frontal face, four narrow lozenge-shaped openings are visible in the upper part which have
been enforced at their lower ends by v-shaped iron fittings. The central part of the frontal face
is adorned by a circular ornament with a cross-shaped pattern, resembling the so-called ram’s
horn motive, one of the most wide-spread decorative elements of the Inner Asian nomadic
world (Chabros, 1987: 253 — 254). Stylized plant-shaped applications decorate the lower part.
The decorations consist of dark leather that has been sewn onto the case with a yellow silk
thread. Several other finds including an iron hook can also be attributed to the quiver (Figure
5). The quiver contained seven arrows (Figure 6). Six of them have flat iron heads, among
them one peculiar specimen with an integrated whistling mechanism, their polished shafts
point towards the head of the burial. The seventh arrow is a wooden example probably used
for the hunting of birds or fur bearing animals; it has been place in the quiver the other way
round with the head pointing out. The shafts of the arrows attest to a high level of
craftsmanship, having been neatly assembled from several parts. While the actual shaft in
most cases consists of bambus, birch or willow have been used for the nocks (Becker & Klee,
2012: 392). The fletching was made of three half feathers on each arrow.

With one exception, all quivers so far discovered in Old Mongolian graves in Mongolia
have been made from wood and birch bark (Erdenebat, 2009, vol. 1: 72, 80; Erdenebat &
Armatiiviin, 2012: 305 — 305, Kat. III.11; Torbat et al., 2012b: 271 — 273, Kat. 11.3), and in
the contemporary written sources, too, birch and willow quivers are mentioned, but no leather
quivers (Heissig, 1981: 132). Medieval pictoral sources of Mongolian warriors, on the other
hand, provide extensive evidence for the use of leather quivers for arrows. On these images
the arrows are placed — like six of the seven arrows at Tsagaan Khad — with the heads down in
the leather pocket while in birch bark quivers, the arrows are placed the other way round.
Archaeological finds of leather quivers are rare due to the perishable character of the organic
material. In Mongolia, the only fragments of such a quiver came to light in grave 2 of
Mukhdagijn Am in Bulgan province (Erdenebat, 2009: vol. 1, 80; Erdenebat, 2009: vol. 2,
59). Remains of five leather quivers are reported from burials of the 12%-15® centuries AD by
the River Angara west of Lake Baikal (Huxonaes, 2004: 87). An interesting perspective for
identifications of leather quivers is offered by the v-shaped iron fittings of the Tsagaan Khad
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quiver: Similar iron objects are known from cremation burials of the Mongol period in
Western and Southern Siberia, and it now seems likely that these might be the only preserved
parts of leather quivers in these graves.

Conclusions

Among the Inner Asian cave burials known today, the Tsagaan Khad grave is of special
importance because it was scientifically documented in a relatively undisturbed state, and
because it contained a number of unique items including the elaborately adorned bow with its
fitted silk string and the ornamented leather quiver, enabling new detailed insights into the
nomadic culture at the time of the Mongolian World Empire.

Archaeologically, important new insights are provided by the exceptional array of grave
goods and the numerous preserved details. For example, the v-shaped iron fittings on the
leather quiver can now be used as a reference to identify leather quivers in graves even when
the organic material has long perished. The bow not only demands our admiration for its
outstanding beauty but also provides us with detailed information on the elaborate
craftmanship and technologies that went into this sophisticated Medieval weapon. At the
same time, the question of the social status of the adolescent buried at Tsagaan Khad is not
easily decided: while the weaponry kit might seem to indicate a high position in society, the
clothing with its lack of elaborate ornaments, its repairs and patches does not support any
special status.

This problem still requires more research, but we can already conclude that the deceased
boy in the cave of Tsagaan Khad mountain was perfectly equipped for his long rest: As
Belgiitei, Genghis Khan’s step brother, is cited it in the “Secret History of the Mongols”:
“What is the use of living if, while we live, our quivers are taken by the enemy? Is it not right
for a man who is born to lay down his bones with his quiver and bow at the time of his
death?”” (Onon, 2001: 169).
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Figure 1. Tsagaan Khad cave burial

(1) in Southern Mongolia and other sites mentioned in the text (2: Ulaan Uneet; 3: Gurvan Zeerdijn; 4:
Arcat Del; 5: Zhargalant; 6: Ikh Bayany Agui; 7: Mukhdagijn Am).

Figure 2. Tsagaan Khad, section of the cave (1) and burial plan after the removal of the
covering sediment (2) (drawing: H. Piezonka).
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Figure 3. Tsagaan Khad, reflex bow with fitted silk string (drawing: D. Amarzaya).
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Figure 4. Tsagaan Khad, leather quiver case with arrows (drawing: D. Amarzaya).
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Figure 5. Tsagaan Khad, iron quiver hook (1) and iron buckle fitted on leather fragment (2)
(drawing: B. Ahrens, H. Piezonka).
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Figure 6. Tsagaan Khad, arrow points (drawing: H. Piezonka).
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IIOTPEBEHHBIN C JIVKOM U CTPEJIAMHA
3AXOPOHEHHUE BOUHA XIV BEKA B IIEIIIEPE B TOPAX TATAH XAl HA IOTE MOHI'OJTHA

B. Axpenc', X. [Tseronka’, . Homryyncypou®

1 Bonnckuii ynusepcumem (I'epmanus)
2 Fepmanckuti apxeonoeudeckuii UHCmunym, Espasutickuii omoen (I'epmanus)
3 Hiopubepe (I'epmanus)

B cTaThe MyOIHKYOTCA MaTePHANTEl PACKOIIOK CPEIHEBEKOBOT0 3aXOPOHEHHU U3 IICTUCPE! B ropax
Ilaraas Xan Ha tore Monronuu. MckmouuTenbHas HEHHOCTb NaHHOTO morpebeHus 3aK/II0YaeTCs B
XOpOIeH COXPAHHOCTH NPEIMETOB, IPHYEM AaXe M3 OPraHWYEeCKHX MATepHaloB — IIEIKa, KOXH,
nepesa. Tak, HanmpuMep JyK COXPAHHJICS HACTOJIBKO XOPOLIO, YTO MO3BOJAET NOIYIHTh ACTAIBHYIO
HH(POPMAIIHIO, KACAIOLIYIOCH €ro TEeXHOJIOTMH W MAcTepCTBa U3rOTOBJICHHA. OH MOXET BBICTYIHTb
NpeKpacHEIM 00pasuoM Np¥ PEKOHCTPYKUMH CPEIHEBEKOBOTO MOHIOJBCKOIO JyKa. Penxumu 110
CBOEH COXPaHHOCTH SIBISIOTCA M APYTHE HAaXOIKH, Kak, HampuMep, KoaHbIH komyaH. Mcxons u3
KOMILIEKTa BOOPYKEHHsS, CONPOBOXIABIIETO TOrPeOEHHOr0, CTABHTCS BOMPOC O €ro BEICOKOM
COLMAJIEHOM CTaTycCe.

MOHTOJIBIH AT AAH XAJl YYJIHAAC OJIICOH 14-P 3YYHbI JAMYHH SPUITH
XAJHBI OPHIYYJII'A

B. Axpenc', X. ITuesonka’, I'. HomryyHCypas’

1 Bowunwt Hx Cypayyne (XBHI'Y)
2 I'epmanwt Apxeonozuiin Xypaonsu, Eepasuiin mowxum (XBHI'Y)
3 Hiopnbepe (XBHI'Y)

Momros 6010H TyyHHiT xepur 33praanx Jotoox Asu 6onon OmHen Cubupuiis HyTraac 6-17-p
3yyHBl YeHHH XalHbl OpLIyyJTyyA OManor. XajHel Opulyyira Hb IIOPOO 6oJIOH uyiyyraap
yinmaracsn Gycaa XoB 3arBaphiH OymuTai 39paTIRH YAIIBIADK falicaH HITPH OHIVIOT OPUIYYJIEIH
3an yitn tom. Hac Gapardaa yyJbIH OPOH OCB3JI SHIIPHHH aryd XOHTWIJ OPLIYYJTaH eMCHd Gatican
XyBIAC XyHap, X3parmaxK Gafican 33p 33BCIT, MOPHHBI TOHOT X3p3TC3J, 3aPHMaa TIPar, I9p CYyLHEL
X3Cr99¢ TaBbcaH Gaiimar. JIoToox A3suilH Taju HyTar, Xarac UeNHHH yyp aMbCranaac 6OmK OpraHHuK
MaTepuan 6010H Gy/ILIKMH DaxXh 371 3YHIC Mall CalH XaarajiarjaH Yauor.

2010 omx MonronsH Llaraan xan yynHaa 14-p 3yyHBI YeiH H3MOH XalHbl OyMIIMAT OJLK
MarmK33. 13 Gy Hb J{oTOOR A3H ONALOT Xa/iHbl OPIIYYITyyaaac surapax X34 X330 OHILTOTTOM.

1. Bynmmua maranayyicaH 37 3yHIC Hb Maul CaiiH Xajranaricas. Taarespuiid notop Gapar
9MTIOTYH MaIll TO§ YMMOITIIICOH HyM, —apbCaH caajiar OaiB.

2. Vr Oymm Hb MOHIONBIH 333HT [YPHHME yeln Xamaapax 3BIATADOIYH, XOEPHOX XamHBI
opuryyara Gonmo. MiiM3sc naamm yr GynUMHA ZIACIP3HTYH UIMHKHITD XUHH TYYX COENBIH
HapHHH acyyIyyIbir TOAPYY1ax GOMOMMKHIT HI3XK erd OaiiHa.
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