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Abstract. Introduction. The article examines recent research on monuments of the Ulus of Jochi
period in the Aktobe Region. Fieldwork focused on the Abat-Baytak mausoleum and its surroundings,
where monumental funerary architecture is associated with the presence of the nomadic elite and
nearby settlement sites. Aim and objectives. The study aims to examine the mausoleum and its
settlement environment in the Uil-Kobda local micro-region and to assess the relationship between
funerary monuments, settlement sites and changes in burial practices. Materials and methods. The
research combines the processing and analysis of materials collected from the second half of the
nineteenth century to the present, archaeological surveys to identify promising areas, and exploratory
excavations. The material includes the Abat-Baytak mausoleum and its surroundings, the Koptam
necropolis and settlement, and comparative evidence from the Kyzyltam mausoleum. Results. The
monuments reveal the gradual spread of Islamic burial practices and increasing similarity in the
composition and typology of grave goods, described as an “imperial” style. Settlement remains,
irrigation structures and monumental architecture provide evidence for interaction between nomadic
and sedentary communities. Conclusion. From the mid-fourteenth century, Islamic features became
increasingly evident in the burial practices examined. These include shrouded burials oriented
towards Mecca and the reduction or absence of grave goods. Other burials retained earlier ritual
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features. Some archaeological assemblages also suggest population movements, including possible
links with Southern Siberia.

Keywords: Ulus of Jochi; burial rite; Golden Horde; nomadic groups; Mongols; Kipchaks;
Islamisation.
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Anpatna. Kipicne. Makana Axre6e oOmbichiHIarbl JKOIIBI YIIBICH JIOYIPiHIH €CKEPTKIIITepiHe
KaTBICTBI COHFBI 3epTTeyJiepre apHairaH. Jlamanslk skyMmbicTap AOar-baiiTak keceHeci MEH OHBIH
MaHbBIH/IA XYPri3iiai. MyHAaFrsl MOHYMEHTAJIIBI JKepJIey COYJIETi KOUINEeNi AIUTaHbIH KOHE JKaKbIH
MaHJAaFbl OTBIPBIKIIBI KOHBICTApJbIH OO0JIybIMEH OaillaHbICTBI KapacThIpbulafsl. Maxcamul meH
MinOemmepi. 3epTTeyaiH Makcatbl — Onbu-Kobaa skeprijgikTi MUKpoaiMarbIHAaFbl KECEHE MEH
OHBIH alfHaJIaChIHJIaFbl KOHBICTAP/bI 3€pJesiel, Kepiiey eCKepTKIITEpi, KOHBICTAp KOHE Kepiiey
FYPIBIHIAFBI ©3TepiCTep apachlHAaFbl OalTaHBICTBI aHBIKTAY. Mamepuandap men adicmep. 3epTTey
XIX FacwIpABIH €KIiHIIN XKapThICBIHAH OYTiHTE JeHiH >KMHAKTaJFaH MaTepuaiapibl oHACY MEH
Tanayabl, IEPCIeKTUBAIIBI yUacKeJep/Ii aHbIKTayFa OaFbITTalIFaH apXEOJOTUSIIBIK Oapiayabl KoHE
Oapnay KazOamapelH KaMTuIbl. AOar-baiiTak keceHeci MEH OHBIH MaHBIHIAFBl €CKEPTKIIITEP/IiH,
KenTam KOpbIMBI MEH KOHBICBIHBIH MaTepHasIapbl, COHAal-ak KpI3blITaM KeceHeciHe KaThICThHI
CaNBICTBIpMAIIBI JiepeKTep Naifananeuiabl. Homuowenep. EckepTKilITepieH HCIaMABIK Kepiey
FYPOBIHBIH OIPTIHACT Tapalybl XKOHE JKEpJiey MYKOMMAJBIHBIH KYpPaMbl MEH THIOJOTHSCHIHBIH
Oipizaenyi Oaiikanaapl. by KyOBIITbIC «MMITEPUSITBIKY» CTHIIb PETIHJIE curaTTanaasl. KoHbICTapabIH,
UPPUTANUSIIBIK  KYPBUIBICTAPIBIH KAJIJABIKTAPDl MEH MOHYMEHTAIJbI COYJIEeT KOIINMeNi >KOHE
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OTBIPBIKIIBI KaybIMIApbIH 63apa 6aliaaHbIChH KepceTei. Kopvimuinowvl. X1V FachlpblH OpTachIHaH
OacTam 3epTTENTeH XKepiiey OOCTYpJepiHAe HucIamaaHy Oenriiepi allKbIHAAa TYCKEH: MOMITTI
KeOiHre opay, Ky3iH Mekkere KapaThlll XKepJey, Kepiiey MYKOMMAJbIHBIH a3alobl HeMece MYJIe
OonmMaysl. ©3re xepieynepae OYpBIHFBI FYPHINITHIK Oenriiep cakranraH. KeiOip apXeoaorusuibiK
KEIICHJIep XaJbIKTHIH KOHBIC ayAapFaHblH, COHbIH imrHae OHTycTik CibipMeH BIKTHMAI
OailaHpIcTapblH OOKAayFa MYMKIHAIK Oepei.

Tyiiin ce3gep: XKombl yibIChl; kepiey Fypnbl; AntelH Oppa; Kelnedi TONTap; MOHFOJIAp;
KBIMIIIAKTap; UCIaMIaHy
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AHHoOTauus. Beeoenue. CTaTbs NOCBALICHA OCIETHIM HUCCIICAOBAHUIM MTAMSATHUKOB 3110XH YIyca
JIxyun Ha TeppUTOpUU AKTIOOMHCKON 00sacTu. PaGoThl MPOBOMAMINCH B OKPECTHOCTSX MaB30Jies
Abar-baiiTak, riae MOHyMeHTallbHas orpedaibHast apXUTEKTypa CBSA3aHa C IPUCYTCTBUEM KOYEBOM
AIIUTHI ¥ OJIM3NEKAIMMEU MaMATHUKaMU Ocesioro HaceneHus. [lens u 3aoauu. 1lens uccnenoBanus
— M3YYHUTb MaB30JIEH U €T0 IMOCEICHUECKYI0 OKPYTY B YH10-KOOIMHCKOM JOKaIbHOM MUKPOpaioHe
U PacCMOTPETh B3aUMOCBS3b MOTPeOANbHBIX TaMSITHUKOB, TOCEIEHUH 1 U3MEHEHHH MOrpedanbHOro
obpsima. Mamepuanst u memoowt. VccnenoBanue BKIOYaeT 0OpabOTKY W aHaIM3 MaTepUaNOB,
MOJTYYEHHBIX CO BTOPOM MOI0BUHBI XIX BeKa Mo HACTOSIIIEE BPEMsI, apXEOJOTMUECKHE PA3BEIKH IS
BBISIBJIEHMSI TIEPCHEKTUBHBIX YYaCTKOB M PEKOTHOCLUUPOBOYHBIE PACKONKH. Vcrosib30BaHbI
Martepuaibl MaB3oJies AGar-baiTak u ero okpecTHOCTeH, HeKponoJis U ocesenust Kornram, a Taxke
CpPaBHUTEIbHBIE JaHHBIE 110 MaB30Jet0 Ke3piram. Pesyarsmamul. Ha mnaMsITHUKaX IPOCIIEKUBAIOTCS
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MIOCTETNIEHHOE PACHpPOCTPAHEHUE HCIAMCKOro MorpedanbHOro obpsaa M yHM(pUKanus cocTaBa M
TUIOJIOTUM MOrpedaJbHOTO0 HMHBEHTAps, XapakTepusyemas KaK «UMIEepCKHil» CcTuiib. OcTaTku
MIOCEJICHUH, UPPUTALIMOHHBIX COOPYKEHHH M MOHYMEHTaJIbHAsl apXUTEKTypa CBUACTEILCTBYIOT O
B3aMMOJICHCTBUH KOUEBBIX U 0CEUIbIX coo01IecTB. 3aknoyenue. C cepeannbl X1V Beka B M3y4eHHBIX
norpebanbHbIX TPAAULUAX BCE SBCTBEHHEE MPOSIBIISAIOTCS MPU3HAKH UCIAMHU3AIMU: 3aXOpPOHEHUE B
caBaHe, OpHUEHTAIM JIUIa yMEPIIEro B CTOPOHY MEKKH, COKpallleHHe WK OTCYTCTBHE HHBEHTaps. B
JIpyTUX MOrpe0eHUAX COXpaHAJIUCh Oojee paHHUE OOpAAOBBIE YEepTHl. Psl apXeosornyeckux
KOMIUIEKCOB TakK€ IO3BOJISIET IMpEArNoyaraTh MepeMelleHUs] HaceleHUs, B TOM YHUCIE CBS3H C
HOxHoit Cubupsio.

KuaroueBble ciaoBa: Yayc JIxyuu; norpedanbHbiii 00psia; 3osotas Opja; KoueBble TPYIIIIBI,
MOHTOJIbI; KBIITYAKH; UCIaMHU3AIHSL.

baaronapuocts. CTaThs MOATOTOBJIEHA B paMKaX rpaHTOBOro (guHaHcupoBanus Komutera Hayku
MHBO PK na 2025-2027 rogel. UPH npoekra: AP26103583.

Js umTupoBanus: beknazapos P.A., bucembaeB A.A., XaBanckuii A.. Mas3osneit AbGat-baiitak
KaK YHUKaJIbHBIN MaMsATHHUK 3110xu 3oao0Toi Opasl (Yiayca xyun) B 3anagHom Kazaxcrane (Yuio-
Ko6amHckoM mokamsHOM MUKpopaiione) // Asian Journal “Steppe Panorama”. 2026. T. 13. Ne 5. C.
1530-1550. (Ha Anr.). DOI: 10.51943/3135-8055_2026 13 5 1530-1550

Introduction

A debate has arisen among the modern Turkic-speaking states of the post-Soviet space over
which should be considered the direct successor to the Golden Horde. Periods of economic instability
and the desire to formulate ideological concepts that unite the population serve as catalysts for works
in the “folk history” genre. Direct archaeological evidence can help provide a sound basis for
assessment. The aim of this study is to examine the Abat-Baytak mausoleum and its surrounding
settlement area in the Aktobe Region of the Republic of Kazakhstan as a monument associated with
the nomadic elite and one of the centres of the Ulus of Jochi (the Golden Horde).

Archaeological sites of the Ulus of Jochi period (thirteenth—fourteenth centuries) in Kazakhstan
significantly outnumber those of the preceding Kipchak period (eleventh—early thirteenth centuries).
The earlier Oghuz-Pecheneg period (eighth—early eleventh centuries) was characterised by conflicts
involving the Pechenegs and Oghuz, as well as Old Rus’, Hungarian and Turkic political formations,
including the Khazar Khaganate and Volga Bulgaria.

The Aktobe Region, which comprises a significant part of the larger region of Western
Kazakhstan, is one such region with distinctive monuments from the medieval era. The region extends
for approximately 800 km in a north-south direction and comprises several natural-geographical
zones: forest-steppe, steppe, desert and semi-desert. The presence of these zones, the state of the water
network, the temperature regime, and the richness of the flora and fauna collectively determine the
suitability of the ecological niche for human communities and thus influence the number, nature and
distribution of archaeological sites from various eras.

The Aktobe Region, bordered to the north by a major river — the Ural — and bisected from south
to north by its largest left-bank tributary, the Ilek, was a well-settled area during the Middle Ages. The
vast territory stretching from the Caspian Lowland in the west, the Turan Depression in the south-east,
the Ustyurt Plateau in the south, and the Ural River valley in the north encompasses the range of
geographical zones mentioned above. A desert zone, in the form of the Big and Small Barsuk sand
dunes, is found in the Northern Aral region. The northern part of the region under consideration is
occupied by the forest-steppe: small in area, with no clearly defined southern boundary, and extending
into the steppe in the form of separate islands. A relict forest area, Urkach (Orkash), with a
concentration of forest patches, extends deep into the steppe, in the area of the Ilek, Emba and Or river
basins (Chibilev, 1987: 86—103).

From a geographical perspective, the term “Aral-Mugalzhar Region” applies to the Aktobe
Region, with its extensive river network, the Mugalzhar mountain range, the relict sands of Orkash
and Barkyn, the massifs of the Barsuks Deserts, and the Nurin floodplains. The richness and diversity
of geographical niches suggest a wide range of archaeological sites, as evidenced not only by existing,
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discovered and studied sites, but also by those that remain poorly understood, information on which is
derived from chance finds and collections. A clear division into four geographical micro-regions can
be traced, linked to the river network — the primary aspect of life support throughout all periods of
human history. River courses also served as factors in the demarcation of nomadic territories, to some
extent defining the boundaries of ethnic and political groups.

The main river of the Northern Aral (Aktobe Region) — the Ilek, together with its tributaries —
flows northwards, gradually veering westwards towards its confluence with the Ural. The Ilek basin,
together with its tributaries, constitutes the first micro-region. The largest number of Early Iron Age
sites are concentrated in the Ilek basin, which is explainable from a physical-geographical
perspective. The Ilek is a major, left-bank tributary of the Urals, carrying its waters along a meridian;
thus, it is ideally suited for nomadic movements from north to south along its banks. It is full-flowing
and has rich tributaries of its own, capable of supporting the livelihoods of large pastoralist
communities.

The second micro-region — the Uil-Kobda micro-region, situated in the west — encompasses two
administrative districts of the Aktobe Region, Kobda and Uil, as well as the northern part of the
Baiganin District. The Kobda River, also known as Great Kobda, flows in a meridional direction,
whilst the Uil flows largely in a latitudinal direction; however, on the whole they form a single
geographical complex, as confirmed by ethnographic data.

The third micro-region, the Temir-Emben micro-region, is situated in the central part of the
Aktobe Region, in its southern half. The presence of contract territories belonging to oil-producing
companies presents difficulties. The territory is rich in historical monuments from various eras and
covers the areas of the Mugalzhar, Temir and the northern part of the Shalkar districts. The micro-
region is bisected by the Mugalzhar Mountains, which stretch from north to south. This extension of
the Ural Mountains is, in modern geographical tradition, designated as the conventional boundary
between Europe and Asia. Although the mountains themselves do not constitute an insurmountable
obstacle, certain differences can be observed between the eastern and western parts of the micro-
region, both in terms of the monuments and the natural features. This factor may account for the
identification of local variants within the group of monuments under study.

The fourth micro-region is designated as the Or-Irgiz micro-region and covers the south-eastern
part of the Aktobe Region, extending across the territory of the present-day Irgiz, Khromtau and
Aitekebi districts. Like the Uil-Kobda micro-region, this micro-region is characterised by a transition
from steppe to semi-desert, but it also comprises the Eastern Mugalzhars, extending to the Nura
floodplains (Akhatov, Bisembaev, 2015: 503-505).

The Great Kobda basin covers the western part of the Aktobe Region. This watercourse
originates in the western spurs of the Mugalzhar Mountains, flows across the Sub-Ural Plateau,
almost parallel to the middle Ilek, into which it flows at the border with the Orenburg Region of
Russia in the north-western direction. It provides a waterway, together with its tributaries, that is well-
suited to north-south travel. This feature, combined with the rich steppes of feather grass on both
banks, presents a highly favourable ecological niche for the habitation of ancient communities across
various historical periods. A preliminary analysis of the archaeological and ethnographic sites in the
Kobda District reveals the richness and diversity of its cultural and historical heritage.

The Kobda River basin demonstrates a close connection with the Uil River basin in the western
part of the Aktobe Region, evidenced by the similarity of the archaeological sites. This similarity
creates a local concentration of such sites, spanning a variety of eras. This is also confirmed
ethnographically: on both banks of the rivers lie the necropolises of the same Kazakh clans of the
Junior Zhuz (jiiz), who roamed the Kobda and Uil regions. In a broader geographical context, the Uil-
Kobda micro-region forms part of the Aral-Caspian historical and cultural region, which encompasses
the Turan Plain, the Caspian Lowlands, the Mugalzhar, Mangistau and Ustyurt. Administratively, it
forms part of Western Kazakhstan, which comprises four major regions: Aktobe, West Kazakhstan,
Mangistau and Atyrau. This is the central zone of the Eurasian continent and the Steppe Belt. Such a
geographical setting inevitably influences the richness and diversity of the local historical and cultural
heritage.
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Materials and methods

Research into monuments from the High and Late Middle Ages in the Aktobe Region was
conducted along three main lines: the processing and analysis of existing materials obtained from
studies carried out across the region from the second half of the XIX century to the present day; the
conduct of exploratory work to identify the most promising areas for the location of Golden Horde
monuments; and reconnaissance excavations.

Archaeological sites dating from the period of the Ulus of Jochi or the Golden Horde
(thirteenth—fourteenth centuries) are more numerous in Kazakhstan than those from the preceding
period: the pre-Mongol, Kipchak period, spanning the mid-XI to the early XIII centuries. The earlier
Oghuz-Pecheneg period in the steppe, dating from the eighth to the early eleventh century, has been
studied in connection with conflicts between the Pechenegs and Oghuz, the involvement of Hungarian
groups, and relations with the Khazar Khaganate, Volga Bulgaria and Kievan Rus’ (Artamonov,
1962: 352-419; Pletneva, 1958). Archaeological sites from the Kipchak, pre-Mongol period — the
mid-XI to early XIII centuries — which are well documented in the literature, are for the most part
located in the Northern Black Sea region. Their origins are linked to the western group of the
Kipchaks, known in Russian chronicles as the Cumans. In Kazakhstan, sites from this period are very
limited, and their discovery is largely fortuitous, as the vast majority of burials are situated within
large burial mounds dating from the Bronze Age or the Early Iron Age (Bisembaev et al., 2006: 409—
413). The scarcity of sites, which often lack their own burial mounds and are instead “embedded”
within mounds of earlier periods, is likely due to the “depopulation” of the steppe in the early
centuries of the second millennium and the general instability of the situation, which forced the
population to “conceal” their burials. This aspect was most likely linked to a complex set of causes,
the main ones being environmental and political factors, which were interconnected. The periodically
alternating phases of aridity (drying) and humidity (moistening) in the steppe had a significant impact
on such a finely tuned economic mechanism as nomadic pastoralism. The vast steppe belt stretching
from the Danube to Ordos, spanning more than ten thousand kilometres, exhibits varying conditions
along its entire length. In the western part, it encompasses the naturally fertile steppes of southern
Ukraine, the steppe region of Crimea, and the Northern Ciscaucasia. In the central part, it comprises
the Southern Urals and Western Kazakhstan; to the east, it extends from Sary-Arka to the borders of
Southern Siberia, Transbaikal and Western Mongolia. Within this distinctive natural and climatic
region, a cultural and historical unity emerged amongst the nomadic peoples, a pattern that recurred
from the Early Iron Age, and continued into the Hunnic and Turkic eras. The settlement of the steppes,
which had begun in economic terms as far back as the Bronze Age, was actively continued by
nomadic populations in the Middle Ages.

Archaeological sites from the Golden Horde period in the steppe zone are divided into two main
categories: burial and settlement sites. This fact was noted by the eminent researcher of nomadic
antiquities, G. A. Fedorov-Davydov, who emphasised that this was an artificial coexistence between
the nomadic steppe and the city, sustained by the unifying force of the despotic authority that khans
possessed (Fedorov-Davydov, 1976: 114).

Results

Abat-Baytak mausoleum and its chronology

In the picturesque Beskopa tract, on the left bank of the Great Kobda, a major tributary of the
Ilek River, stands the majestic mausoleum of Abat-Baytak, dating from the Golden Horde era (Fig. 1).
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Fig. 1. Abat-Baytak mausoleum before restoration. Photograph from the collections of the Centre for Preservation,
Research and Restoration of the Aktobe Region Department of Culture.

In this part of the Aktobe Region, numerous archaeological sites from various periods are
concentrated around the waterways of the Kobda River basin and its tributaries. The main north-south
orientation, together with the Ilek River, makes this waterway particularly attractive for a nomadic
way of life. The presence of this well-preserved archaeological and architectural monument has made
this place a sacred site for Kazakhs not only from the neighbouring areas but also from the entire West
Kazakhstan region.

The Abat-Baytak Mausoleum, which holds not only archaeological and historical but also
sacred significance, is situated in the Great Kobda river basin. Its location is closely linked to the
history of the nomadic tribes that played a significant role within the Ulus of Jochi. The name of the
river, Great Kobda, may be related to a hydronym in Western Mongolia, where the Kobdo River flows
(Bol'shoi slovar'..., 2003: 311-312). In the basin of the Great Kobda River, archaeologists have
discovered the remains of late medieval settlements, as well as numerous fragments of saqiyah vessels
used for drawing water. Various small funerary structures are situated around the mausoleum of Abat-
Baytak. They date from the Golden Horde period. However, research into the area surrounding the
mausoleum is hampered by the rapid expansion of the modern cemetery, which encroaches upon the
site of the more ancient burials and often covers them over.

Records of the Abat-Baytak mausoleum date back to the XVIII century. P. I. Rychkov, author of
“Topography of Orenburg”, refers to the monument as “Baytak”, noting that it was first depicted in a
drawing by A. I. Rigelman. The author notes that “along the river known as Great Kobda, near the
Baytak tract, there are signs of an ancient town, where dug canals, arable fields and vegetable gardens
are still visible to this day. There is also an ancient building with vaults...” (Rychkov, 1887: 276).

The mausoleum had long attracted the attention of J. A. Castagne, an enthusiast of the Orenburg
Regional Archaeological Society (ORAS), who included a description of this site in his seminal work
“Antiquities of the Kyrgyz Steppe and the Orenburg Region”. In this book, the mausoleum is
mentioned alongside famous sites such as the Balgasyn Tower and the Kyzyl-Tam mausoleum on the
Kargala River, also known as the “twin” of Baytak (Kastan'e, 1910: 73—75; Kastan'e, 1911: 91-92). In
the late twentieth century, discussion of this monument focused largely on its architectural and
planning aspects (Adzhigaliev, 1983; Mendikulov, 1987) (Fig. 2). During this period, the first steps
were taken towards its restoration, which involved reinforcing the collapsed portal with modern
brickwork set on a foundation of modern cement. However, the accelerated destructive processes that
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soon began at the interface between ancient and modern technologies forced the restoration efforts to
be halted until the beginning of the XXI century. In 2004, as part of the “Cultural Heritage”
programme, comprehensive work was carried out, including both excavations and restoration
activities, which led to both positive and negative consequences in terms of drawing attention to this
mausoleum.

The mausoleum is included in the State List of Historical and Cultural Monuments of National
Significance approved by Order No. 318-HK of the Minister of Culture and Information of the
Republic of Kazakhstan, dated 11 July 2025.

Fig. 2. Abat-Baytak mausoleum after restoration.

In the context of this study, the attempts at cultural and chronological interpretation previously
undertaken by researchers of the mausoleum are of greater significance. For instance, the architect M.
Mendikulov dated its construction to the pre-Mongol period, i.e. the first quarter of the XIII century,
correctly suggesting, on the whole, that its architectural principles had Khorezmian roots
(Mendikulov, 1987: 46). S. 1. Adzhigaliev (now known as S. E. Azhigali) was categorical in his
assessment, dating the mausoleum to the turn of the XIV-XV centuries and even to the early XV
century (Adzhigaliev, 1983: 58-59). E. A. Smagulov, who carried out excavations inside Abat-Baytak
in 2004, suggests that the construction of the mausoleum, as well as similar structures at the Zhayik
settlement in the West Kazakhstan Region, took place in the first half of the XIV century, during the
reign of Khan Uzbek, when Islam became the state religion (Smagulov, 2006: 133-135). An
interesting artefact was recovered from the main burial: a staff finial, fashioned in the shape of a six-
flanged mace (Fig. 3). In addition to this artefact, iron coffin fittings and remnants of clothing were
found.
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Fig. 3. Iron finial from the Abat-Baytak mausoleum.

The devastating campaigns waged by Timur in the late fourteenth century severely affected the
Golden Horde and displaced part of its population. This context is relevant to the dating of
monumental construction, but does not by itself establish the date of Abat-Baytak. Its architectural
similarity to the Trans-Ural mausoleum of Kesene, or the “Tamerlane Tower”, in the Varnensky
District of the Chelyabinsk Region, dated by the cited researchers to the first half of the fourteenth
century, supports a comparative assessment (Botalov, Malamud, 2001: 162—167). Taken together, the
published datings remain divergent, and a more precise chronology requires further evidence.

The mace head is currently housed in the repository of the West Kazakhstan Regional Museum
of History and Local Lore.

The active engagement of the public and a large-scale media campaign at the turn of the century,
on the one hand, brought this religious monument out of obscurity; on the other, some damage was
sustained. At present, on the northern side, the modern cemetery has encroached almost right up to the
walls of the mausoleum, making it impossible to obtain authentic photographs from the north.
Virtually all photographs taken since the restoration have been taken from the south-west, from the
site of the late medieval necropolis that sprang up almost immediately following the mausoleum, from
where the modern graves, clad in white silicate brick, are not visible. An example of the rapid
emergence of a necropolis around its patron from ethnographic times is “Khan Molasy”, a large
modern burial ground that sprang up around the site of the presumed burial of Abulkhair Khan, ruler
of the Junior Zhuz, in the mid-XVIII century. This necropolis also expanded southwards from the
main burial site.

The preceding discussion suggests the following conclusions:

the mausoleum belongs to the medieval architectural tradition of the Golden Horde, although its
precise date remains debated;

its dating should be considered alongside regional evidence for Islamisation, without assuming
that the adoption of Islam occurred simultaneously across the entire population;
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the location of the mausoleum marks the ancestral grazing grounds of an elite group within the
ulus system of the western wing of the Ulus of Jochi (just as Kesene denotes an elite group within the
Ulus of Shiban in the Trans-Ural region);

the construction of the mausoleum led to the formation of a three-layered (chronologically) and
three-part necropolis around it — Late Medieval to the south, Early Modern to the west and Modern to
the north;

given the scale and significance of the site, labour may have been drawn not only from the local
community but also from more distant settlements, possibly including Koptam (Bisembaev et al.,
2024);

despite significant human impact in the twentieth century, traces of settlement and brick
production may survive in the surrounding area;

the construction of such a complex implies access to specialised architectural knowledge and
resources; settlement sites in its vicinity may help identify the communities involved.

The main artefact from the primary burial chamber

In the central grave (burial No. 1), the incomplete skeleton of a mature adult male was
identified. At the bottom of the pit, amongst decayed wood, iron components (plates, brackets, angle
irons) from the coffin’s fastenings were uncovered. Among these parts, an iron six-flanged mace head
was discovered, featuring a ribbed head and a round socket for the handle. Its reported total height is
9.5 cm, and the diameter of the socket is 2.6 cm (Smagulov, 2004: 40). Our aim is to provide a detailed
description and analysis of this artefact.

Undoubtedly, this is a pommel for a wooden handle. Unfortunately, the burial had been looted,
so no traces of the original position of the shaft have survived. The pommel is cast in one piece from
high-quality iron; it was originally well-finished and polished on the outer surface (which
undoubtedly contributed to its better preservation from rust within the grave). It consists of a central,
main biconical section, the surface of which is divided into six equal segments (a six-segment design)
by triangular recesses and grooves. The apexes of the cones, which are paired with their wide sections
facing each other, are beveled. On one side of the bicone, two paired round washers are cast in a
stepped arrangement, upon which, in turn, a small, four-sided bipyramidal cap is mounted. On the
opposite side of the finial, a cylindrical hollow sleeve is cast. Overall, the artefact is in good condition,
apart from a shallow layer of rust covering the entire surface of the discovery.

What could this have been? — A staff? A sceptre? A rod? Whichever interpretation is true, it is
clear that this object from the central grave of the Abat-Baytak mausoleum was not placed there by
chance and represents one of the symbols of the buried individual’s authority and honour. In various
religious and mythological traditions, staffs and sceptres were associated with divine power, creation
and fertility. The scope of use for staffs is very broad. In particular, J. J. Frazer, in his work ‘The
Golden Bough’, notes that ‘after the autumnal equinox, the Egyptians celebrated a festival known as
“the birth of the solar staff”. It was believed that as sunlight and warmth waned with each passing day,
the sun felt the need to lean on a staff’ (Frezer, 1980: 88). In many world mythologies, the staff
(sceptre) is associated with the symbol of the creation of the world and fertility, and is sometimes seen
as a link between the earthly world, the cosmos and the afterlife (refer to the parallels with the symbol
of the tree — the Bayterek of Turkic mythology!). In the biblical narrative, the prophet Moses (Musa,
Moshe) used a staff when he parted the sea with it and brought water from a rock during his
wanderings in the desert. Closer to our region, objects serving as staffs or staff finials, dating back to
the Neolithic era, were crafted from stone and, evidently, from bone. The Bronze Age saw the
emergence of so-called animalistic sculpture, known chiefly in Central Kazakhstan. Examples of this
often echo the compositional features of small-scale anthropomorphic sculpture — such as, for
example, the stone staff from Semey (Semipalatinsk), a pestle with a horse’s head depicted with a
high-raised mane, and a stone depiction of a camel’s head, all cited by Academician A. H. Margulan
in his work. Similar stylistic features in the depiction of the horse’s head can also be observed on stone
finials from the Novo-Orsk region (Beknazarov, 2005: 16—19).
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It is also necessary to mention that artefacts similar to our finial are frequently found in rich
Scythian burial mounds; these are “bronze and iron objects intended for attachment to a shaft, usually
fitted with slotted bells or suspended bells and decorated at the top with a zoomorphic or — less
commonly — anthropomorphic image and a geometric symbol” (Perevodchikova, Raevskii, 1981: 42).
What is particularly interesting is that a distinctive feature of Scythian artefacts is the detailing of
fluted elements on the body of the pommel, similar to our artefact. The closest parallels can also be
found among the Oghuz, where “the elders would elect a king by throwing their staffs upwards
(towards the gods); the one whose staff landed in the centre of a circle drawn on the ground was
therefore made ruler” (Basilov, 1992: 29).

By the XIV-XV centuries, during the Golden Horde period, most of the territory of Western
Kazakhstan had come under the influence of Islam, in particular one of its branches — Sufism, a
mystical and ascetic tradition within Islam (Azhigali, 2000: 84-94). The ardent preachers of this
doctrine were called dervishes; new members were admitted to their ranks through a special initiation
rite and were presented with the following attributes: a cloak (khirga), a rug (serzhade), the order’s
banner (aleem), a drum (tabla or tabl), a headdress or crown (taje) and a staff (asa) (Trimingem, 1989:
155).

In this regard, we would like to focus on the staff of a prominent preacher of Sufi Islam in
Western Kazakhstan during the XVIII-XIX centuries: Beket Myrzagululy (Beket-Ata). The staff is
made of wrought steel, with a square cross-section and a cylindrical pommel; steel loops are forged
onto the main shaft in two places. Why does the staff have these loops? According to ethnographic
evidence, this iron object was not intended as a walking aid; on the contrary, its owner carried it on his
back in a case, as indicated by the elaborate design of the loops and the sharp lower end.

The ritual use of Beket-Ata’s iron staff, known as “kdk asa”, raises a question about its function
beyond that of a walking aid. In the ethnographic interpretation discussed here, it was used in rituals
associated with ancestral spirits (aruaq). The element “kok™ can mean “blue” or “sky”. The noun
“asa” (“staff”) should be distinguished from the intensifying adverb “asa” (“very”, “extremely”)
(Makhmudov, Musabaev, 1987: 41). The etymology of the ritual term requires a separate linguistic
analysis.

The main artefact discovered in the central burial chamber of the Abat-Baytak mausoleum was
long regarded as the pommel of a staff (sceptre) belonging to a prominent figure of the Kazakh-Nogai
period in the West Kazakh steppe, who adhered to Islam (burial in a sagan, westward orientation, face
turned towards the Qibla, etc.) and was evidently of the Sufi tradition of the late medieval period.

However, the paper by the renowned Mongolian archaeologist Tsagaan Turbat, “Elite Burials
from the Mongol Period in Eastern Mongolia”, which he presented at the International Symposium
“The Golden Horde as a Model of Steppe Civilisation: History, Archaeology, Culture, Identity”, held
in Astana on 19-20 May 2026 under the patronage of the President of the Republic of Kazakhstan,
Kassym-Jomart Tokayev, introduces significant revisions to the aforementioned viewpoint. A
miniature from a medieval manuscript clearly illustrates the purpose of this object as, first and
foremost, a sceptre, and, probably, as a mace or “six-pointed club” (Fig. 4). The specimen from Abat-
Baytak has a very small hole for the handle, which creates a risk of breakage when blocking a blow.
Therefore, the former purpose is the most likely. If, according to the Mongolian archaeologist’s
dating, his specimens date from the XIII century, whilst the date of Abat-Baytak remains debated,
then the possibility that such an object was passed down through generations should be considered.
Alternatively, it may have been crafted as a marker of membership within the elite.
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Fig. 4. Slide from Tsagaan Turbat’s presentation “Elite Burials from the Mongol Period in Eastern Mongolia”, delivered
at the International Symposium “The Golden Horde as a Model of Steppe Civilisation: History, Archaeology, Culture,
Identity”, Astana, 19-20 May 2026.

The settlement area surrounding the mausoleum

The aura of legend surrounding the mausoleum should not hinder scientific research. For
instance, oral folk tradition links the mausoleum to the burial site of Abat, son of Asan “Kaigy”, a
philosopher of the turn of the XIV-XV centuries. The prefix “Baytak”™, in this case meaning “broad”
or “universal”, is intended to explain the rapid construction of this structure (according to legend, in
three days; and, again according to legend, the use of chopped horsehair and birds’ eggs in the
moulding mixture).

One of the sites under investigation in the vicinity of Abat-Baytak is the settlement of Kosotkel,
which appears to have been occupied by a sedentary population, possibly including migrants from
Central Asia. They may subsequently have been joined by groups of impoverished nomads, cut off
from their traditional nomadic way of life due to a shortage of livestock and the inability to migrate.
The settlement is situated on the right bank of the Great Kobda River, opposite the modern village of
Baytak (formerly known as Ropovka) (Fig. 5).
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Fig. 5. Topographic map of the Baytak settlement.

In 2006 and 2023, excavations and exploratory pits were carried out on the site of the settlement.
The largest of these measured 7 x 7m and 10 x 5.5 m. These excavations were conducted with the aim
of studying the layout of the residential complex, its architectural features and overall planning. The
remains of Structure No. 1 consist of a small, almost square mound measuring 19 x 18.50 m, with
clearly defined boundaries in the form of trenches up to 0.4 m deep. To the south-east, the structure
adjoins a larger and probably later structure. The excavation was carried out in the south-eastern part,
covering a corner of the building and the space between dwellings. During the work, the structure of a
wall built of unfired bricks was revealed. The space between the dwellings presumably served a
drainage function. The stratigraphy of this structure was characterised by complex interactions
between hydrological, aeolian and anthropogenic factors.

The remains of Structure No. 2 consist of a square-shaped elevation measuring 39 x 38 m, with
clearly defined boundaries marked by trenches up to 0.6 m deep. Excavations were carried out in the
north-western part, covering the entrance and part of the external drainage trench. The remains of
Structure No. 3 are characterised by a complex shape: in the eastern part they are oval, whilst in the
western part they are square. The overall dimensions are 40 x 20 m, also bounded by trenches up to 0.6
m deep. Here, the excavations were concentrated in the central part, extending to the inner wall.

The dwellings at the Kosotkel settlement were built exclusively from unfired bricks. No kilns or
fragments of finished products were found, suggesting that the bricks for the Abat-Baytak mausoleum
were produced and fired elsewhere. This points to the need to commence new exploratory work to
identify settlement sites around the Abat-Baytak mausoleum.

For instance, targeted exploratory work along the tributaries of the Uil and Kobda rivers led to
the discovery of the large Koptam necropolis, situated on top of a former settlement dating from the
era of the Ulus of Jochi. The Koptam necropolis and settlement are situated 12.5 kilometres south-
west of the village of Taskop in the Temir District of the Aktobe Region, on both banks of a major
tributary of the Ashchiuil. The total distance as the crow flies from Abat-Baytak is just over 100 km. A
topographical survey was carried out on the main group of mausoleums, and a detailed plan of the
layout of the sites and irrigation structures was drawn up.

Further comprehensive archaeological, ethnographic, cultural studies and natural science
research should provide the basis for extensive cultural and historical reconstructions. The aim is to
obtain an objective picture of the origins and functioning of this religious monument in Western
Kazakhstan — the Abat-Baytak mausoleum and necropolis — and to clarify its role and significance in
the history of the Ulus of Jochi.
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Between 2025 and 2026, exploratory excavations were carried out at two large settlement
complexes on the right and left banks of the Kobda River. On the right bank lies the Bulak settlement
complex, covering an area of approximately 150 hectares and consisting of two blocks. It is
characterised by thick layers of animal bone ash, finds of red-clay pottery, and fragments of metal
artefacts.

The Baytak settlement complex is situated on the left bank of the Kobda River, in the immediate
vicinity of the mausoleum itself. It consists of three separate blocks, bounded by silted-up ditches and
the ruined remains of walls. The complex extends in a north-south direction. The smaller section,
designated by the letter A, is situated to the south, adjacent to a modern farm; further north lies section
B, which is larger in area, and the northernmost section, C. The total area of the settlement complex
exceeds 200 hectares.

Like the Bulak settlement complex, it contains deposits of ash, pottery and fragments of metal
artefacts. Thus, material has been obtained at the intersection of archaeology and ethnography—
taking into account the extensive necropolis surrounding the mausoleum—which will allow us to take
a fresh look at the issue of the ethnogenesis of the Kazakh people, the initial stage of which took place
in the Ulus of Jochi.

Consequently, the settlements of Kosotkel, Baytak and Bulak can be linked to the builders of the
mausoleum or to those who served the social elite of the local nobility. At the same time, it has
become clear that a whole “cluster” of such settlements was in operation, possibly each with its own
economic specialisation. The main focus of further research should be on a comprehensive
archaeological and ethnographic study of not only the Abat-Baytak mausoleum and its immediate
surroundings, but also the wider area within the Uil-Kobda local micro-region and neighbouring
territories. The comprehensive nature and interdisciplinary approach to the study of the material and
spiritual monuments of this chronological and ethnographic period will enable a systematic
reconstruction of the ethno-cultural, social and demographic processes, issues of clan settlement,
centres of spiritual life and much more in the region.

The most thorough systematisation of funerary monuments, dating back to XIII and XIV
centuries, has been carried out in Western Kazakhstan, where systematic research has been conducted
over the last thirty years and the findings of previous years’ work have been summarised (Bisembaev,
2010: 121-180; Maryksin, 2012: 243-248).

Overall, across the Eurasian steppe belt stretching from the Altai Mountains to the lower
reaches of the Danube, there are approximately 3,000 burials dating from the Golden Horde period,
more than half of which are those of Golden Horde Muslims (Ivanov, 2015: 17). The highest
concentration of these is found in the administrative centre of the Golden Horde — the Middle and
Lower Volga regions. Next come the neighbouring regions of the Southern Urals and the Southern
Trans-Urals.

Monuments from the second half of the XI to the XIV centuries have been the most extensively
studied. This phenomenon can be explained by the abundance of material from this period, the
presence of a significant number of striking monuments with a wide range of parallels, and the
emergence of large series of similar monuments in major burial grounds. There are far fewer
plundered burials. All this points to a significant stabilisation of the situation in the steppe during the
period under consideration. In a number of burial grounds that were in use for a long period, common,
characteristic features emerge, indicating that people who were close relatives were buried at these
sites. The presence of burial grounds containing several graves of the same type allows such groups of
burial mounds to be compared with one another on the basis of a number of characteristics, revealing
certain differences.

The direction in which a burial is oriented is an important part of the funeral ritual. It reflects
religious prescriptions, including the Islamic requirement that the face of the deceased be directed
towards Mecca, and may also provide information about the cultural traditions of pre-Islamic
communities. For instance, a westward orientation has been associated with pre-Mongol Kipchak
groups. The emergence of north-facing burials has been interpreted as a possible marker of groups
arriving from the east. A similar pattern is clearly evident in the first centuries AD, indicating the
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penetration of Hunnic groups into Alani territory. Overall, the orientation of the skeletons varies —
westward, southward with deviations to the east or west, and north-eastward; north-westward and
eastward orientations are represented in small numbers. Northward-facing burials account for one-
tenth of the total, which does not contradict the overall picture. This is further reinforced by the recent
research in Ulytau, a sacred centre of the Middle Ages, revealing a difference in the location of north-
facing burials, which are situated in entirely different topographical niches to the sites from the
preceding period of the Kazakh steppes (Usmanova et al., 2020: 184-217).

Regional archaeological context

When discussing promising areas for further research, it is worth noting the presence within the
Aktobe Region of large mausoleums dating from the Golden Horde period — Abat-Baytak, Kyzyltam
and Balgasyn — which served as markers indicating the locations of large nomadic groups during the
late medieval period. The construction of such grandiose monuments would not have been possible
without a significant concentration of human resources, the presence of sedentary agricultural
communities knowledgeable in architectural techniques and methods, and the capacity to produce
large quantities of fired bricks.

The dense arrangement of the mausoleums, built from both unfired and fired bricks of the
Golden Horde standard size (25 x 25 % 5 cm), suggests that a brick-firing complex may be discovered
in the future. The bricks were reused in the mausoleums. They often bear tamga marks in the form of
various lines and spiral patterns, made with the fingers whilst the bricks were still wet.
Reconnaissance excavations revealed original architectural techniques used in the construction of
these structures. The necropolis, which overlays the former residential structures, is situated on both
banks of the Ashchiuil River and its small tributaries. Furthermore, the entire area is covered by
artificial canals, water catchments and drainage channels, forming a dense network of irrigation
structures erected during the settlement’s period of active use. Preliminary studies have demonstrated
the potential for further research into this settlement and its surroundings. Unfortunately, research, as
before, remains sporadic and fragmentary. Recent specialised studies have also examined major
monuments of this period, including the Jochi Mausoleum (Usmanova et al., 2022: 74-80).

The chronological group of monuments from the High and Late Middle Ages is highly
representative. The total volume of material is quite sufficient for cartographic and other analyses. A
number of burial grounds, situated very close to one another and sharing a single common name but
with different numerical designations — I, I1, III, IV, etc. are designated by a single symbol on the map,
as in most cases they represent a single complex divided into parts by the authors of the studies. The
overall distribution of the burial grounds on the map shows their even distribution across the area of
the region under study. A certain concentration is observed in the western part beyond the Ural River,
in the basins of the Bolshoy Uzen and Maly Uzen. The eastern zone is slightly less rich in terms of the
number of sites. These sites are completely absent in the southern part, within the desert zone.
However, this does not indicate their absolute absence. This is explainable by the fact that the southern
part of Western Kazakhstan has been poorly studied. Mapping of sites from the pre-Mongol and
Golden Horde periods, grouped chronologically into the 11th—14th centuries, shows that the
distribution of burial mounds with different ritual characteristics, as presented in the literature, into
two local groups, which are burial mounds with earthen mounds in the western group and those with
stone mounds in the eastern group, with the boundary between the groups running along a meridian
line near the city of Aktobe —has not been confirmed (Ivanov, Kriger, 1988: 43; Ivanov, Yaminov,
1993: 154-160). Furthermore, the number of secondary burials is significantly reduced.

Discussion

The turbulent political events of the XI-XIV centuries are also reflected in the archaeological
evidence, enabling researchers to divide the sites into three chronological groups: 1) pre-Mongol
(11th—early 13th centuries); 2) the Golden Horde, pagan period (mid-13th to the first third of the 14th
centuries); 3) the Golden Horde, Muslim period (mid-XIV to early XV centuries). This chronological
division is based on the dating system developed by G. A. Fedorov-Davydov. The reliability of the
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dating is further supported by burials containing coins. An established nomenclature exists in the
literature, with a traditional scheme of classification into types based on existing classification
systems, which has stood the test of time. Thus, there is no need to develop a new classification
(Fedorov-Davydov, 1966; Ivanov, Kriger, 1988).

The similarities in the features of the burial rite are complemented by the fact that the
composition of the grave goods placed in the grave, and their individual categories—such as stirrups,
bits, arrowheads, mirrors, scissors and earrings—undergo a process of “standardisation”. A certain
degree of unification is taking place: graves with similar rites contain a specific set of objects,
characterised by typological similarity. Drawing on existing chronological studies in the literature
concerning artefact assemblages, and taking into account the geographical location of the Western
Kazakh sites themselves, it appears plausible to offer a chronological interpretation of these
assemblages and, to some extent, an ethnocultural one as well.

The rapid advance of the Mongols, who reached the borders of Western Europe, bore some
resemblance to the Hunnic multi-ethnic invasion of the IV-V centuries, which followed the same
routes. The similarity in this case was also evident in the fact that, as they advanced westwards, the
Mongols drew the tribes of the nomadic circle, who had been defeated and subjugated, into the orbit of
their invasion. The year 1243, in which Batu established himself on the Lower Volga, is
conventionally associated with the consolidation of the western Jochid polity known as the Golden
Horde. By the mid-thirteenth century, the Golden Horde controlled an extensive territory, stretching
from the Prut-Dniester interfluve, to the Irtysh and Balkhash. In this case, transitional landscapes
served as a natural boundary. In essence, the Golden Horde fully incorporated the territories in which
the Cuman-Kipchaks had previously settled (Egorov, 1985: 31-47). Subsequently, geographical
trends moved towards a reduction in territory.

Scholarly research frequently refers to a thesis from the works of a medieval author, mentioned
by V. G. Tizengauzen, stating that Genghis Khan assigned a force of 4,000 warriors to his eldest son,
Jochi (Tizengauzen, 1884: 33). This reported figure has been used to explain the absence of a specific
archaeological group associated with the Mongols; that is, there is no certainty regarding the
identification of any sites that could be unequivocally linked to their culture. Nevertheless, the
archaeological evidence does record changes associated with the Mongol invasion. There is a
significant increase in the number of north-facing burials, which likely indicates the advance of tribes
from the east. This change in orientation may be an indicator of ethnic and religious shifts, reflected in
the fact that for the Mongols, the south was the sacred direction.

The archaeological finds under study include birch-bark tubes and small figurines carved from
metal (silver, bronze, copper and others), known as ongons. These figurines are concentrated
predominantly in the Volga region, whilst objects known as “bokka” are a characteristic feature of
XIII-XIV-century female burials. The prevalence of these objects can be partly explained by the
influence of fashion trends in the nomadic society of the time, similar to the prevalence of ornamented
bone inlays on quivers, which served primarily decorative purposes.

G. A. Fedorov-Davydov identified another feature of the burial rite that was adopted from the
East—the construction of burial mounds. His works systematise the changing ritual practices of the
Golden Horde period, including a significant increase in the number of north-facing burials, the
absence of horse bones in graves, stone linings above the burials, and the use of burial platforms
(Fedorov-Davydov, 1966: 160).

The period of the Golden Horde’s existence is characterised by significant migratory processes,
directed both westwards and eastwards. These migrations were probably not driven by natural-
geographical factors, but by forced resettlements of tribes organised by the Mongols. This is
evidenced by the appearance of early types of burials characteristic of the Oghuz and Pecheneg
periods in the Volga region, whilst the number of similar sites in the Porosye, Lower Don and Azov
regions is declining. This points to a mixing of various types of burials and grave goods with different
chronological and geographical contexts.

The late XIII and early XIV centuries were marked by a temporary economic upturn in the
conquered territories, thanks to the actions of certain groups of Mongol feudal lords. They realised
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that constant plundering led to the impoverishment of the population and only short-term enrichment.
Sustainable economic exploitation required the restoration of the former economic infrastructure.
From the late XIII century through to the 1360s, there was a revival of old economic ties, which
significantly influenced urban development throughout the territory of the Golden Horde. However,
the hasty construction of urban centres using forced labour took place without taking historical,
geographical and economic factors into account. This has been proposed as one factor affecting the
subsequent abandonment and limited recovery of some urban centres (Shnaidshtein, 1985: 78-81).

The cities of the Golden Horde generally existed for a relatively short time compared with the
centres of Semirechye and Southern Kazakhstan. The largest number of burials dates precisely to the
XII-XIV centuries, the period of the Golden Horde’s existence. The burials are classified into two
main groups: those carried out according to pagan traditions and those bearing traces of Islamic
influence. The first group spans a broad chronological period across the thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries and exhibits considerable diversity in the characteristics of the funeral rites.

The location of the iconic, sacred mausoleum of Abat-Baytak in the Great Kobda basin is
directly linked to the presence of a large nomadic group that held significant influence within the Ulus
of Jochi. A possible connection with the hydronym Kobdo in Western Mongolia has been proposed.
Traces of late medieval settlements have been found along the course of the Uly Kobda River. A large
number of fragments of saqiyah (water-carrying) vessels have been discovered. The area around the
Abat-Baytak mausoleum itself is dotted with small burial structures dating from the Golden Horde
period. Surveying the area adjacent to the mausoleum is hampered by the rapid expansion of the
modern cemetery, whose structures are covering the ancient burials.

In this respect, the absence of a large settlement (such as the village of Taldysay near Abat-
Baytak) close to the heavily damaged Kyzyltam mausoleum in the Kargaly District of the Aktobe
Region has allowed the area adjacent to the mausoleum to be preserved in the state in which it existed
at the time of the mausoleum’s construction. Unfortunately, the mausoleum, situated on the north-
western shore of the large Kargaly Reservoir, 14 km south-west of the village of Kos-Estek, is now
severely dilapidated. Its original condition can only be surmised. The surrounding area, just like that
of Abat-Baytak, is dotted with small burial structures from the medieval period. A natural-
geographical factor plays a role here — Kyzyltam is situated on a grass-covered rocky hill, and the
entire soil is filled with fine gravel, which makes it difficult to construct burial structures and dig
gravel pits, in contrast to the location of Abat-Baytak, on the loose sandy soils of the left bank of the
Great Kobda.

Conclusion

The Golden Horde period is characterised by significant transformations in burial rites,
reflecting a shift in their geographical orientation from east to west and north. Burial mounds continue
to be constructed using stone materials, as in the preceding period, and traces of funeral feasts can still
be identified here. At the same time, the shapes of the grave pits became simpler. There was a
noticeable disappearance of the practice of burying horses alongside the deceased, which was
replaced by their symbolic presence in the form of horse-harness elements accompanying the
deceased. A section of the population with Oguz-Pecheneg roots, resettled by the Mongols from
Eastern Europe, retained the tradition of placing bones in the grave, albeit in a diminished form — often
limited merely to placing hooves near the deceased or at their feet. It is likely that changes in the
custom of burying horses are linked to the consequences of the Mongol invasion, which significantly
weakened the economic foundations of the local population.

Furthermore, during the Golden Horde period, burials were recorded in various regions whose
evolutionary roots can be traced back to earlier times in Southern Siberia. However, such finds are still
relatively few in number (Botalov, 1992: 230-239). The grave goods from burials of this period are
undergoing a process of unification, both in terms of their composition and typology. A notable
feature is the appearance of birch-bark tubes, which were particularly common in female burials of
this era. Moreover, the process of “standardisation” of grave goods is observed across a vast territory,
spanning an area from the southern Russian steppes to Eastern Kazakhstan.
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From the mid-fourteenth century onwards, the influence of Islamisation became evident in the
burial customs of nomadic societies. A section of the population, particularly those living near urban
centres, began to bury the dead strictly in accordance with religious requirements: they built brick
crypts, wrapped the bodies in shrouds and laid them facing Mecca, leaving no additional objects
beside them.

At the same time, a distinction can be observed in the rites for women and children, whose
funerals were conducted according to a simplified ritual. Another section of the population, whilst
continuing to follow nomadic traditions, still formally observed Islamic rites, but continued to orient
burials according to the previous directions and to place grave goods in the graves.

The assemblage of objects discovered in XIII-XIV century burials is an important element of
the culture of that period. Some of these objects have clear chronological boundaries, which helps to
date archaeological sites more accurately. Other artefacts may span a wider time period and are used
as supplementary chronological markers. All of them clearly reflect the nomadic nature of the people,
and their presence in the burials may contribute to assessments of the gender of the deceased and, to a
certain extent, social distinctions within society.

It should therefore be emphasised that major events in the political life of the nomads of the
Eurasian steppe, reflected in shifts in the dominant tribal groups, also led to changes in ethno-cultural
processes, which in turn were reflected in the archaeological material. Despite all these changes, the
general trends in funerary rites can be reconstructed and allow us to trace the evolution of ritual
elements across chronological periods. During the High and Late Middle Ages, the territory of the
Aktobe Region constituted one of the centres of nomadic confederations. Evidence of this is provided
by large religious architectural structures — the mausoleums of Balgasyn, Abat-Baytak and Kyzyltam
— the construction of which would have required the following conditions to be in place: the presence
of a settled population familiar with architectural techniques and capable of producing a significant
quantity of fired bricks; a high concentration of human resources; and the considerable financial and
economic resources of the clan group that erected such structures in honour of their revered kinsman,
etc.
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